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ABSTRACT
THE SOCIALIST DEVOUT: RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES AND THE MAKING OF
AN EAST GERMAN CATHOLIC COMMUNITY
SEPTEMBER 2017
KATHRYN C. JULIAN, B.A., BIRMINGHAM-SOUTHERN COLLEGE
M.A. UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE KNOXVILLE
Ph.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by Professor Jon Berndt Olsen
My dissertation explores the central role of Roman Catholic orders in the creation
of a resilient and stable Catholic community in post-1945 East German society. The
persistence of these highly visible religious figures as well as their work in charities,
retirement homes, schools, and hospitals not only threatened the socialist state’s mission
to create a secularized society, but also bolstered and unified the dispersed East German
Catholic population. Though the German Democratic Republic (GDR) ostensibly
embraced scientific atheism, religious orders remained important in the postwar era,
particularly in their performance of social functions. Catholic institutes upheld the
integrity of their congregations and repudiated aspects of state policy by maintaining
close ties to their Western counterparts and by preserving traditional rites and sacred
spaces within the confines of a socialist state. Sisters, in particular, were significant in
cultivating a Catholic subculture in East Germany. Religious women provided physical
spaces in the form of convents, confessional hospitals, and chapels, where the devout
could practice their beliefs and have open discourse away from the political constraints of
the state. By examining state archival sources, the records of specific orders, property
contracts, and the private records of the Catholic Church, this study looks beyond
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oppositional history to see how religious communities adapted to socio-political changes
and how both the state and the Church often blended religion and socialist ideas. As a
result, monastic and religious orders continued to act in vital roles in socialist society and
influenced even secular communities. The space of the convent helped maintain
traditional ministry and nurtured a semi-public sphere that kept Catholics connected to a
global community of religious guests from West Germany, the Eastern Bloc, and the
developing world. In this way, the lay leadership of the Church in East Germany created
a Catholic culture that was pluralistic and dynamic. By 1989, religious institutes had
helped create a distinct East German Catholic identity by adapting to ever-changing
geopolitics, ensuring the survival of spaces for devotion, and by promoting a positive
image of the Roman Catholic Church. This analysis of the influence of numerous
religious communities in socialism adds to the relatively small body of literature on the
agency of Catholic orders in twentieth-century Germany and highlights the importance of
lay leadership, especially from sisters, in preserving Catholic tradition and devotion.
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INTRODUCTION

The image of a cloister isolated behind the Berlin Wall may seem anachronistic—
a relic of some medieval past in the postwar socialist world. It is perhaps surprising that
East German Roman Catholic orders and their institutions were centers of vibrant
exchange. They interacted with the devout in other socialist countries, with their western
counterparts, and with burgeoning communities in the southern hemisphere. This study
explores the role of Catholic orders and lay ministries in East German society from 1945
to 1989 and contributes a pluralistic history of religious life in socialism that
complements much of the existing scholarship on the political relationship between
Church and state. It tracks the growth of religious congregations and their involvement in
communities during the formative period of the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
from the founding of the Soviet Military Administration to the building of the Berlin
Wall (1961)—a period usually marked by scholars as the height of religious repression—
to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The continuing importance of these religious
communities appears surprising, given that the GDR was officially an atheist state,
following Karl Marx’s famous dictum that religion was the “opiate of the masses.”
Indeed, the regime was successful in its attempt to secularize many elements of East
German society, such as schools and youth organizations. Nonetheless, religious
spaces— churches, monasteries, shrines, confessional hospitals, and cemeteries—
remained vital for local communities, largely due to the management of Catholic orders.
In addition to focusing on the charitable roles of these organizations, this study examines
how sisters, brothers, priests, and lay Catholics preserved and adapted ritual and sites of
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veneration during four decades of socialism. Tradition, as well as the new ideological
constraints of socialism, shaped the lives of men and women in Catholic orders, who in
turn provided stability and inviolable spaces for the dispersed Catholic devout in East
Germany.
After the Second World War, the number of Catholics grew significantly in the
East German territory, where 1.5 million German refugees of Catholic faith from Eastern
Europe settled.1 In 1949, the year of the founding of the GDR, 92 percent of its
population belonged to a church; eighty percent were Protestants and twelve percent
Catholics. Though the GDR regime began efforts to secularize East German society, the
populace was still firmly rooted in Christian tradition, and the regime was initially faced
with an increasing Catholic population. A 1956 study in the GDR revealed that in 1840
the city of Magdeburg had only 2,000 Catholics with thirty priests. According to the
state’s findings, in 1952, Magdeburg’s Catholic population numbered 550,000 with 285
priests.2 Religious orders likewise benefited from the influx of German-speaking
Catholics. Congregations gladly welcomed men and women in vocations to help with
pastoral care for the growing Catholic community. War displacement alone, however,
cannot account for the expansion of religious life in the postwar period. The growth of
Catholic orders from the end of the Second World War to the Second Vatican Council
occurred throughout parts of Europe, despite the postwar secularization of many

1

“Kirche und Staat in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik,” Deutscher Wochendienst, 3 November
1952, Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisation der DDR im Bundesarchiv Berlin (SAPMOBArch) DY 30/ IV/ 2/14/23; and Bernd Schaefer, The East German State and the Catholic Church, 1945–
1989 (New York, 2010), 32.
2
SAPMO-BArch DY 30/ IV 2/14/23 “Die Katholiken in der DDR,” Ein Tatsacherbericht von Fridel
Etelsenbach (Berlin: Union Verlag, 1956).
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European countries, especially those that were predominantly Protestant.3 To some
extent, an increase in religious life could be explained by changing social conditions,
such as limited opportunities for women or the availability of certain resources that
accompanied joining a religious community.4 These sociological explanations, while
valuable, fail to account for personal agency and faith-based decisions. Economic
explanations likewise cannot completely account for the global growth of orders in
diverse contexts from a recently decolonized India to the 1950s United States. For
instance, the Society of Jesus, commonly known as the Jesuits, grew from around 28,000
brothers in 1946 to 36,000 in 1965 as a response to new mission opportunities as well as
a commitment to the world in the wake of war.5 The East German regime worried about
the expansion of religious houses within its boundaries, particularly the growth of the
Society of Jesus, which since 1945 had “stretched its activities across the entire
Republic.”6 Of immediate concern to uncompromising communist officials in the 1950s
were the largest religious congregations of men and women: the Jesuits, the Franciscans,
and the Sisters of St. Elizabeth of Hungary (commonly called the Gray Sisters).
According to the Central Committee’s reports in the late 1950s, more than 3,000 men and
women religious worked “under the auspices of charity” to infiltrate themselves “like a
creeping poison within the Catholic citizenry.”7

3

Hans Knippenberg, “Secularization and Transformation of Religion in Post-War Europe,” in The
Changing World Religion Map, Stanley D. Brunn, ed. (Springer, 2015), 2101-2128.
4
Patricia Wittberg, The Rise and Fall of Catholic Religious Orders: A Social Movement Perspective
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1994), 28.
5
Klaus Schatz, Geschichte der Deutschen Jesuiten, 1945-1983 Vol. 4 (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag,
2013), 1-2. The Jesuits remain the largest male religious order in the Catholic Church. Schatz’s fivevolume history provides a comprehensive examination of the ministries and missionary work of the
German-speaking Jesuits.
6
SAPMO-BArch DY 30/IV 2/14/241 “Katholische Orden in der DDR.”
7
SAPMO-BArch DY 30/IV 2/14/241 “Katholische Orden in der DDR.”
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In light of such severe rhetoric, it is astonishing that such a variety of Catholic
institutes, charitable establishments, convents, and religious houses were permitted to
exist in nearly every region of the GDR. The Gray Sisters of St. Elizabeth attributed their
longevity and success in hostile states to intimate connections with the Church.8 An
examination of Catholic orders would then be impossible without considering the
interdependence of the Church and her most loyal laborers, the majority of whom were
sisters.
The Catholic Church in the SBZ and the GDR was in a unique position with
bishoprics that straddled the Soviet and Anglo-American zones of occupation, and later
the borders of the GDR and the FRG. Five jurisdictions—Fulda, Breslau, Osnabrück, and
Paderborn—had seats outside of East Germany, while Berlin’s archbishop resided in St.
Hedwig’s Church in the eastern part of the city.9 Meißen alone lay completely within
East Germany’s political borders. These divisions affected religious orders and even selfgoverning monasteries. Motherhouses were often located in western Germany, while the
Generalate, or the ecclesiastical leader of these organizations, was typically based in
Rome. The Church would make accommodations and grant provisional rights and leaders
for orders in East Germany, as so many men and women experienced difficulties
traveling to councils or conferences during the Cold War, but ecclesiastical borders
remained roughly the same.

8

Johannes Mertens, “Vorstellung der Kongregationsgeschichte auf dem Generalkapitel der
Elisabethschwestern,” 27 November 1998.
9 Bernd Schaefer, The East German State and the Catholic Church, 1949-1989, Jonathan Skolnik and
Patricia C. Sutcliffe, trans. (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 17. Originally published as Staat und
katholische Kirche in der DDR (Böhlau, 1997).
See also Ruth Jung, Ungeteilt im geteilten Berlin? Das Bistum Berlin nach dem Mauerbau (Berlin: Morus,
2003).
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Interestingly, the GDR was the only communist state in which Protestantism
represented the majority of the religious population. The Protestant, or Evangelical,
Church in East Germany numbered 14.2 million, about ninety percent of the population,
in 1949, while the Catholic Church figured around 2 million adherents. Although
population centers like Berlin had secular, socialist traditions since the nineteenth
century, these numbers indicate that the GDR was established in a Christian milieu. East
Germany’s competing traditions and ideologies would mean accommodation by both
state and religious actors. For East German Catholics, in particular, who were
accustomed to marginalization, the GDR regime was yet another hostile bureaucractic
state with which to negotiate and adapt. Unlike the Protestant Church, which for many
years pursued pro-regime policies, or at least a tacit acceptance of socialism, the Catholic
hierarchy established a kind of political abstinence, refusing paths of assimilation and
opposition to socialist society.10 These policies established an insular Catholic presence
in East Germany, but one that did not preclude religious congregations, priests, and
laypeople from interacting with secular communities and state officials and making a life
for themselves in East German society.

10

Barbara Thériault, “Conservative Revolutionaries”: Protestant and Catholic Churches in Germany
After Radical Political Change in the 1990s (New York: Berghahn Books, 2004), 30.
Sabrina P. Ramet, Nihil Obstat: Religion, Politics, and Social Change in East-Central Europe and Russia
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1998), 55.
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Figure 1: Roman Catholic Bishoprics and Ecclesiastical Provinces in unified Germany.
Source: Wiki Commons.

In the early postwar period, the Soviet Military Administration, and, after 1949,
the Socialist Unity Party (SED), enacted relatively mild policies toward the churches in
the East. Government documents in the 1950s emphasized the need for cooperation with
religious communities. Reports from regional cadres stated that religious involvement in
society was even positive, particularly peace activism, soup kitchens, and work in
hospitals. Unlike many of its Eastern Bloc counterparts, the SED state did not ban
monastic or religious orders in the GDR, though the precedent certainly existed in
communist countries. Soviet and Eastern Bloc policy toward orders could be extremely

6

repressive, though rarely was it consistent. Soviet republics such as Ukraine saw young
sisters as a strong and educated labor force and sent them to work in various industries
from farm labor to forestry. In Romania, sisters who refused to join Romanian Orthodox
communities were disbanded, arrested, shot, or sent to labor camps in Siberia.11 Catholic
orders in Soviet-annexed countries like Lithuania were threatened with imprisonment,
while Eastern Bloc countries such as Hungary forbade the wearing of habits or religious
vestment.12
Only in Poland, East Germany, and Yugoslavia did religious orders have limited
freedom to practice their belief through charitable ministries and pastoral care.13
One reason overtly repressive policies were not pursued in East Germany, despite the
desire to create a secular state, was the need for Germans to distance themselves from
Nazism, which had waged a war on monastic and religious orders and went so far as to
liquidate monasteries and repurpose land belonging to cloisters.14 Perhaps more
imperative at the time was the SED’s aspirations for international legitimacy and the
constant reminder of a West German state, a reality that deterred religious repression in
the GDR. In 1949, the British, U.S., and French administrative sectors became the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), while the Soviet Zone became the German
Democratic Republic, a state acknowledged at the time only by other socialist and
communist powers. The wealthier Federal Republic maintained close international ties to
western countries and sought to delegitimize its socialist neighbor through the Hallstein
11

Interrupted Lives: Catholic Sisters under European Communism, DVD (Nazareth Convent &
Academy Corporation, Sisters of St. Joseph, Concordia, KS. South Bend, IN: Newgroup Media, 2009).
12
Johannes Mertens, Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern von der heiligen Elisabeth 18421992, vol. I (Reinbek: Sachsenwald-Druckerei, 1998), 199.
13
Schatz, Geschichte der Deutschen Jesuiten, 4.
14
See Annette Mertens, Himmlers Klostersturm: Der Angriff auf katholische Einrichtungen im Zweiten
Weltkrieg und die Wiedergutmachtung nach 1945 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2006).
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Doctrine, which threatened to cut economic and diplomatic ties to countries that
established relations with the GDR. As a result, the GDR regime pursued foreign policy
that focused on developing countries in Africa, the Americas, and Southeast Asia.15 It
became clear to SED leaders that a less stringent Kirchenpolitik, or policies toward
churches, could contribute to a positive international image and that religious
communities could even help cultivate ties between the GDR and the developing world.
In the 1970s and 1980s there was even direct communication between charities in the
GDR, like the Catholic initiative “Need in the World,” and Caritas networks in regions
like India and sub-Saharan Africa.
The SED’s tolerance of religious institutes was also in part due to the practical
needs of a society rebuilding from the devastation of war. It was no secret that Catholic
institutions were connected to international economic systems, and despite regulations
within the Eastern Bloc and ideological lip service, states like East Germany continued to
allow the influx of hard currency from market economies in the West, most notably West
Germany and Rome, in order to bolster their faltering economies.16 Churches,
individuals, and Catholic social services received donations throughout the duration of
the GDR. The Church directly organized the transfer of currency, which could then be
used to purchase goods within East Germany—from factories and tradesmen.17 As a
result, East German labor and commerce directly benefitted from continual Church
donations.
15

William Glenn Gray, Germany’s Cold War: The Global Campaign to Isolate East Germany, 19491969 (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 2003).
16
See Jonathan R. Zatlin, The Currency of Socialism: Money and Political Culture in East Germany
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
17
Gregory Witkowski, “Between Fighters and Beggars: Socialist Philanthropy and the Image of
Solidarity in East Germany,” in Comrades of Color: East Germany in the Cold War World, ed. Quinn
Slobodian (New York: Berghahn Books, 2016), 84-85.
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Though it was pragmatic to allow confessional institutions to keep their doors
open in the postwar period, the problem of religion within socialism remained a source of
official unease. Particularly troubling was the growth of orders during the 1950s. The
Catholic influx from Silesia and the displacement of men and women after the war
continued the rise in the number of novices who entered monastic or clerical life. In 1960
in Berlin alone there were 177 cloisters with nearly 3,000 members, over half of whom
were women.18 Of these, most were secular institutes with community and church
ministries, like retirement homes and parochial schools. The cloistered monasteries in the
GDR included the Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf, the Ursuline nuns in Neustadt and
Erfurt, two Cistercian communities near Dresden, and later the Benedictine monks at
Huysburg.19 The Catholic community in areas like Saxony and Brandenburg had long
been a dispersed minority as a result of the process of Reformation, which beginning in
the sixteenth century was enforced by local princes and subjected clergy and other
Catholics to the authority of the state. Secular authorities in territories that would later
form East Germany actively discouraged Catholicism.20 As a result, very few Catholic
enclaves existed in states like Saxony, though isolated Catholics continued their
practices.
Religious houses, too, reflected the dispersed nature of the Catholic devout and
were scattered throughout the GDR. The two largest male congregations in the GDR
were the Jesuits and the Franciscans. There were only a small number of Dominicans in
Leipzig, twenty-seven Redemptorists in Erfurt, and Salesian and Alexian brothers in

18

DAB Ia 4-3-1.
SAPMO-BArch DY 30/ IV/ 214/ 237, “Katholischen Ordensleben in der DDR.”
20
C. Scott Dixon, The Reformation Movement in Germany (Hoboken, N.J.: John Wiley & Sons, 2008),
123.
19

9

Berlin. The Jesuits occupied houses in Berlin, Weimar, Leipzig, Dresden, Erfurt,
Weimar, and Magdeburg, while the Franciscans had establishments in Halberstadt, Halle,
Dingelstädt, Dresden, and Görlitz. The Franciscans’ largest establishment was a cloister
in Berlin that housed sixteen brothers, practically neighbors to party leaders in Pankow.
The Gray Sisters of St. Elizabeth were the largest female congregation in the GDR with
establishments in Berlin, Halle, Leipzig, Dresden, Gera, Cottbus, and Ützdorf. Other
large female congregations included the Schönstätt Sisters of Mary in Erfurt, the School
Sisters of Notre Dame in Berlin, Frankfurt an der Oder, and Cottbus, the Sisters of Mercy
of St. Borromeo in Potsdam, Berlin, Cottbus, Leipzig, and Dresden, and the Sisters of
Mercy of St. Vincent of Paul in Erfurt and Gera.21 The SED noted that many religious
congregations had resettled in the region from Silesia after 1945, adding to the number of
Catholic institutes in the GDR. These included the Jesuits, who had moved from Zwickau
to Weimar and Leipzig, and the Dominicans and the Franciscans in Leipzig. The
regime’s reports noted that the Schönstätt Sisters of Mary in Erfurt had grown to more
than 200 sisters from 1945 to 1951.22 As orders grew in number in the 1950s, the regime
became increasingly concerned with their influence over communities and youth.
It was in this context that the SED pursued more aggressive strategies against
clergy in the late 1950s through the Secretariat for Church Affairs and the Stasi. Officials
often characterized the day-to-day practices of male clerics as overtly political and
aggressive. As consequence, the new policies against religious communities targeted
male orders, rather than their female counterparts, although the latter often interacted

21
22

SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 1918, Katholische Orden in der DDR, dated from 18 June 1959.
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 1918, Katholische Orden in der DDR, dated from 18 June 1959.
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more with the secular community through ministry. Religious communities, like the
Sisters of St. Elizabeth, played a central role not only in local, public life in East
Germany but also in continual de facto negotiation with the state, and moreover, taking
the upper hand in such negotiations more often than current scholarship suggests. Sisters
often took advantage of the state’s more benign view of female congregations to maintain
property, especially landholdings and religious houses, something not possible even in
the neighboring Catholic stronghold of Poland.23
Because sisters and nuns had such prominent roles in Catholic life in the GDR,
gender must be a category of analysis in a study of religious orders under socialism.
Religious women have long been at the center of the creation of devout Catholic cultures
and reformations from medieval mystics to twenty-first century climate and social justice
reformers.24 Yet, historians of the Catholic Church in twentieth-century Europe have
glossed over the importance of these women, though sisters constituted around seventy to
eighty percent of the Church’s workforce and social services in the latter half of the
twentieth century.25 Despite the Church’s male-dominated hierarchy, the vibrancy of
female religious life and the SED state’s gendered approach to policing Catholic orders
gave Catholic practice in East Germany a female-based spirituality, which had historical

23

Mertens, Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern von der heiligen Elisabeth, 232.
See Mary Peckham Magray, The Transforming Power of the Nuns: Women, Religion, and Cultural
Change in Ireland, 1700-1900, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998); Catherine Mooney, Clare of
Assisi and the Thirteenth-Century Church: Religious Women, Rules, and Resistance (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Jo Ann McNamara, Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns through Two
Millennia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996).
For a more general history of the connections between Catholic spirituality and women in Europe, see
Laurence Lux-Sterritt, Carmen Mangion, eds. Gender, Catholicism and Spirituality: Women and the
Roman Catholic Church in Britain and Europe, 1200-1900 (London, New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
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precedents in Christianity. In the early Christian church and the medieval period, the
daily practice of Christianity was matrilineal, from iconography of St. Anne instructing
her daughter, Mary the mother of Jesus, to women who imparted daily devotional
instruction to families. Marian veneration during the medieval and early modern periods
ensured that the Holy Family itself would be matrilineal.26 Accordingly, domestic spaces
of veneration took spirituality from male control. The Reformation’s focus on the Pauline
texts asserted a new patriarchy within Christian churches and shifted to patriarchal
practices, especially in predominantly Protestant regions.27 In East Germany, sisters once
again became transmitters of Catholic devotion and practice. While this study focuses on
the experiences of Catholics and religious orders more generally—questions of survival,
resistance, and community—it pays particular attention to the importance of religious
women.
Many members of orders, both female and male, perceived themselves as simply
carrying on centuries-old monastic and institutional traditions. In the socialist context of
the GDR, acts of a devotional religious culture, such as undertaking a pilgrimage or
observing Easter mass in a public space, became political. Even the central creed of
religious institutes—to lead a life consecrated to the Church and the devotion to God
through charity—ran counter to the socialist mission of establishing Marxism-Leninism.
East German officials continued to view religious orders as threatening to their authority,
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and with good reason. After all, the foundational act for a person joining an order was to
take a vow of obedience to laws and to a hierarchy that existed outside of the state.
Catholic institutes were linked to houses in the West, in the Eastern Bloc, and across the
globe. Sisters and brothers in East Germany were therefore in a position to bridge eastern
and western cultures. These exchanges often occurred in convent spaces that existed apart
from the ideological hegemony of the SED state. To understand how convents remained
set apart, this project focuses not solely on the politics of institutions but on the
reorganization of religious communities within the confines of the East German regime
and how the everyday activities of religious men and women contributed to the stability
of East German Catholicism. Earlier studies of religion in the GDR concentrated on the
negotiation of religious leaders with the state, often in a teleological narrative linked to
the fall of Communism in the 1980s.28 Horst Dähn’s 1993 edited volume Die Rolle der
Kirchen in der DDR (The Role of the Churches in the GDR) was one of the first historical
analyses of the relationship between churches and the East German state that drew from a
full range of sources available after reunification.29 The essays examine the
organizational structures of the two dominant churches (Protestant and Catholic) in the
GDR, their charitable ministries, the role of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), and
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the relationship between church and state. Dähn emphasizes the churches’ constant
tension between adaptation and opposition during forty years of socialism.30 The state’s
Kirchenpolitik also vacillated between repression and negotiation.31 Indeed, the SED’s
actions often contradicted its own policies, especially as concerned the daily interactions
between local officials and religious communities.
The SED’s policies toward the Catholic Church typified the state’s dual
personality. The Catholic Church carved out a unique place in the GDR—though the
number of professing Catholics was far fewer than the majority Protestant populations,
Catholicism was still counted as one of the “dominant” religions in the GDR. The
Ministry of the Interior, in fact, specifically differentiated between the two dominant
strains of Christianity—Protestant and Catholic—and 27 other religions, or what it
referred to as “small religious communities.”32 The Catholic Church’s status can be
attributed to the fact that there was a sense of familiarity with Catholicism—an inherited
identity not emphasized in minority religions, like Judaism, Pietism, or Eastern
Orthodoxy.33 Because the Catholic Church in the GDR was somewhat marginal itself,
especially in comparison with Konrad Adenauer’s West Germany, where the Church was
actively involved in politics of western integration, the Church’s institutions in East
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Germany remained largely independent of the state.34 This allowed for the development
of a Catholic culture that was grassroots and in practice pluralistic. The negotiations
between officials and Church leaders were affected more by policy rather than the
everyday accommodations and interactions made on the community level.
Numerous histories of the GDR have explored the contributions of local
communities to life under socialism, thus challenging the notion of a totalitarian system.35
Corey Ross and Jan Palmowski emphasize the centrality of local culture and associational
life to the study of East German community building.36 Ross demonstrates that the
project of constructing a national, socialist culture in East Germany was not just the
implementation of policy. Instead, the creation of socialist identity was a grassroots effort
dependent on ordinary East Germans and their local institutions. Palmowski argues that
the GDR regime encouraged the idea of a socialist Heimat beginning in the 1950s. The
regime urged participation in transforming society and provided a medium through which
East Germans could express a sense of belonging. The official iconography of the 1950s
and 1960s expressed in national propaganda campaigns and symbols gave the regime
continuity and legitimacy by combining seemingly disparate ideologies by drawing on
tradition, a sense of change, and socialist ideology. The regime’s creation of Palmowski’s
socialist Heimat also enabled a synthesis of religious practice and socialist ideology to
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emerge. As an unintended consequence, religious groups used the discourse of socialist
Heimat established by the regime to assert a space for themselves. This pragmatic
adaptation on the part of the Church partially explains why the socialist state accepted
religious orders as part of East German society.
The existence of a participatory populace that included subcultures and grassroots
organizations complicated the notion of socialist modernity, here treated as an
institutionalization of the univeralist aspirations of socialism.37 Socialist modernity was
the implementation of socialist ideals in government, economics, and science to create a
modern, postwar society. The structures of everyday life revealed a complex mosaic of
identities and cultures within German socialism, and religious life was no exception,
though few scholars have approached the history of the Catholic Church in the GDR from
the perspective of religious orders. Much has been written about the relationship between
the Church and state as well as the role of Catholic leadership in negotiating with the
state and establishing East German Catholicism.38 Clemens Brodkorb and Thomas
Thorak highlight how Bishops Wilhelm Weskamm and Hugo Aufderbeck built a system
of pastoral care in the East German diaspora, a term used by Catholic historians and
contemporaries to describe the scattered Catholic populations in territories where
Catholics were a minority and physically separated from the seat of their ecclesiastical
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jurisdiction.39 At the time, the use of the term diaspora also implied separation from a
homeland, which further solidified the notion that Catholics were separate and isolated
from the larger East German population. Bishops Weskamm and Aufderbeck hoped to
strengthen Catholic communities in the East, and therefore ensured that refugees were
integrated into Catholic networks. In their study of the relationship between the state
power structure and the Church, Bernd Schaefer and Christoph Kösters argue that
Catholic officials and state organs were not as entangled as other elements of society.
State surveillance was unable to find as many informants in the Catholic Church as in the
larger Protestant Church.40 Birgit Mitzscherlich’s Diktatur und Diaspora analyzes the
structure and activities of the Catholic Church in the diocese of Meißen during the period
of Bishop Petrus Legge’s tenure from 1932 to 1951, roughly from the rise of the National
Socialists to the beginning of the SED’s Kirchenpolitik (policy toward the churches) in
Sachsen.41 Mitzscherlich’s detailed history in many ways is a comparison of the two
dictatorships, especially her examination of “atheism” as state policy. Mitzscherlich
argues that the goal of the Kirchenpolitik was based on ideological competition, though
the measures taken differed.42 To be sure, there was continuity in the way religious
institutes experienced life under both regimes, and the SED regime’s competition with
churches was ideological. Like the National Socialists, the communist regime was
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focused primarily on mobilizing young people, but GDR officials were at times sensitive
to comparisons with the Nazi repression of churches. This knowledge contributed to the
implementation of a more tolerant Kirchenpolitik in the GDR.
By highlighting that confessional and ideological allegiances were not mutually
exclusive, this study moves beyond analytical bifurcations of modern and traditional,
national and regional, and state and society. Ritual practices, both secular and religious,
contributed to a symbiotic culture of adaptation and negotiation between state and Church
actors under socialism.43 Sisters, brothers, and priests translated beliefs into daily
practice for East German Catholics. The preservation of the convent and the positive
reception of sisters and clerics reveals how the devout envisioned their past in the wake
of trauma and helped individuals and communities confront the structures of the new
socialist state. My analysis thus adds the categories of memory and culture to the study of
religious history in the GDR, a field that has been dominated primarily by political and
institutional history. Men and women in orders reinvented themselves and attempted to
craft their own meaning about what it meant to belong to a religious vocation in
socialism. In this way, I examine religion in the GDR as an important component in the
country’s postwar life and draw on scholarship that explores how theology, global
networks, tradition, and politics shaped the experiences of orders and the communities
they served.44
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Clarifying Ecclesiastical Terminology and History
This study centers on the activities and significance of Roman Catholic orders
within postwar East German society.45 It considers the experiences of men and women
from a range of religious institutes, from monastic communities bound to work and
prayer at an abbey to secular institutes, a form of consecrated life in which members live
in the world, interacting with the community through secular work like medicine,
education, or scholarly endeavors. The formal commitment to consecrated life requires
the profession of solemn vows—the three evangelical counsels of chastity, poverty, and
obedience. Where possible, this study attempts to differentiate between types of monastic
and religious orders, though ecclesiastical terminology often becomes blurred in popular
parlance. Monasticism developed in both Eastern Orthodoxy and Western Roman
Catholicism (or Byzantine and Latinate-centered Christianity) as “a bloodless
martyrdom,” centered on asceticism, autonomous communal living, praying the hours,
and pursuing a land-based spirituality through common work.46 Most monasteries follow
rules governing communal and spiritual life according to St. Basil, St. Benedict, or St.
Augustine. Members of cloistered, contemplative religious life are called monks and
nuns, while those following the Rule of St. Francis, a mendicant order established in the
thirteenth century, are typically called friars. Men and women religious who are not
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clergy and not living in a monastery under monastic rule are usually called sister or
brother, and many brothers do not serve as priests. In fact, before the time of active
religious orders in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, religious life was largely a lay
movement.47 According to the Code of Canon Law of 1917 and updated in 1983, the
Church no longer differentiates between a religious congregation and religious order, so
this study uses the terms interchangeably as well as the more encompassing term
“religious institute.”48
Eastern Orthodox monasticism also played an important role in Eastern European
societies in the postwar era and experienced an antagonistic relationship with communist
regimes. Orthodox monasticism was often more closely tied to national identity and
politics in places like Romania, Serbia, Bulgaria, and Georgia than Roman Catholic
orders, and only a small community of Orthodox Christians existed in East Germany.49
East German Catholic orders had more interaction with their West German counterparts
than with Orthodox communities. While the influence of West German institutes was
formative and significant, this study does not focus on the life of Roman Catholic orders
in West Germany. Nor is it a close examination of the theological underpinnings of
consecrated life more generally. Of course, theology and the international nature of the
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Church and its religious orders cannot be separated from this history, just as Cold War
politics played an equally important role in the story of East Germany’s religious
congregations. Catholic orders continually negotiated an identity at once rooted in local
customs and politics and influenced by the Church’s cosmopolitan character. East
German religious orders navigated the complexities of politics, traditions, and cultural
expectations and were central to cultivating Catholic identity in German socialism.
The Catholic Church in the GDR was situated in what Josef Pilvousek, Christoph
Kösters, and Wolfgang Tischner refer to as a “dual diaspora”: at once a minority vis-à-vis
the majority Protestant Church in the region and in opposition to the atheistic state
authorities.50 The Catholic Church in eastern Germany, and especially its religious orders,
had experienced adversity since the Reformation, which saw the majority of territories
that would later comprise the GDR converted to Protestantism. For instance, since 1697
and the conversion of August the Strong, the area of Saxony became largely Protestant
and Catholics were forced from the public sphere in the cities of Dresden and Leipzig.51
The situation for Catholic communities was not much better during Otto von Bismarck’s
Kulturkampf, which sought to marginalize the Catholic community in Germany by
attacking clerics, associational life, the Catholic Center (Zentrum) Party, and the Catholic
press. In 1875, the Prussian state passed the Congregations Law, which banned all
religious orders except those working in hospitals or education. Within the first two
years, Hohenzollern authorities closed 189 monasteries and cloisters and seized property
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from religious institutes.52 It was these earlier experiences in the Reformation’s heartland
that equipped Catholic religious institutes with the means for survival in a hostile state
and helped preserve a strong East German Catholic identity.
As a result of its culturally marginal nature, Catholic experience and formation
under socialism diverged from the Church in West Germany. Different practices, rituals,
and everyday encounters contributed to the development of a distinct East German
Catholic identity. The Catholic environment in the GDR was, as Kösters and Tischner
point out, a subculture often at odds with the dictatorship, yet it is also important to
recognize that survival of Catholic society in socialism depended on adaptability and
accommodation just as much as resistance.53 The Catholic Church in the GDR made its
position clear: Catholics should identify with the country in which they lived, but that did
not mean identifying with the SED regime.54 The goal of the socialist dictatorship was
making clear delineations between the state and the church. Historically, church
structures were tied to government in the form of church taxes, subsidies, and even
policy-making. In the Kaiserreich especially political conflicts often centered on the role
of churches.55 SED officials sought to limit the role of religion in not only politics but in
all public life in the GDR. The far-reaching goal was to ensure the societal
marginalization of all religious life and to relegate the Catholic Church especially to the
status of a dying cult church. The constant negotiations and tension between Church and
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state amounted to what German religious historians have termed a “charged
relationship.”56
In addition to institutional histories, it is equally important to analyze the
mentalities of Catholic communities, including those in vocational life. The East German
religious were not only members of the Church but also were GDR citizens. Pilvousek
first articulated the notion of a unique East German Catholic identity that evolved from a
“refugee church” to the “Church in the GDR.”57 Tischner then expanded on the idea of an
East German Catholic community by tracing the formation of a Catholic subculture
within socialism. He examined the conditions that made the survival of the minority
Church possible, from the strength of the German Caritas Association and Church
leadership in the GDR to the configuration of an active if restricted Catholic press.58
The fact that Catholics developed and maintained an active role in society is in
some ways extraordinary considering their marginal and often repressed position in
eastern Germany. With the exception of the Catholic strongholds of the Eichsfeld region
in Saxon-Anhalt and northern Thuringia and the Sorbian villages of the Lausitz,
Catholics in the East were a minority.59 Orders like the Jesuits considered the “Church in
the diaspora” an isolated mission field, evidenced by their frequent use of the term
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“diaspora Church” to refer to Catholics living outside of regions that were predominantly
Catholic.

Figure 2: East Germany's Administrative Districts with important Catholic sites.

The history of an alternative population is by nature different than focusing on a
region like Bavaria, where the milieu itself is devoutly Catholic.60 Because Catholics
were a marginalized population in eastern Germany, many scholars during the Cold War
and after approached the Church in the GDR as an institution in quiet opposition to
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socialist authority, or “the church of silence.”61 Bernd Schaefer’s The East German State
and the Catholic Church, translated into English by Jonathan Skolnik and Patricia
Sundcliffe, contributed to the historiography of Church history in its analysis of the
shifting policies of the Catholic Church in the GDR.62 Schaefer posits that the Church
leadership’s willingness to adapt under socialism in part ensured its survival and the
creation of an East German Catholic identity. The regime’s endeavors to further separate
church and state in the GDR in fact strengthened Catholicism by creating a strong
subculture with an alternative space for community discourse, instead of relegating
religious practice to an entirely “private affair.”63 Historians like Schaefer, Pilvousek,
Tischner, and Kösters expanded the historical discourse of Church-state relations, yet the
institutional focus on the construction of East German Catholicism should be
complemented by a more pluralist approach to the Catholic community in East Germany
that also includes the perspective of religious orders, women, and lay Catholics. The
focus on institutions sometimes overlooks the importance of popular religious belief,
often rooted in custom and pragmatism rather than doctrine. Popular, or homespun,
religious traditions historically diverged from the perspective of theologians, prelates, and
bishops, and have been characterized by more fluid concepts of piety.64
The interpretation that the Church refused to make accommodations or reconcile
its ideology with the GDR regime is understandable from the perspective of Church
leaders and Church-state relations. For instance, Bishop Otto Spülbeck’s famous 1956
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sermon declared the Church in a state of diaspora, comparing the dispersed Catholic
populations to Israel’s historical exiled wanderings. He declared, “The division of our
people is the atonement for wrongdoing that we invited upon ourselves…”65 Spülbeck
then implored Catholics to remain pious and hope for “the future unity of Germans.” In
two pastoral letters in December 1956 and February 1957, he argued further that the
Church could not exist without political and economic freedom. Catholics “must continue
to hold God near,” he argued, “in the face of societal emptiness.”66 Leaders like Cardinal
Bengsch later adopted a policy of “political abstinence,” while Bishop Johannes Braun of
Magdeburg called for “political neutrality,” yet even silence was sometimes considered
political within East Germany society.67 The problem with a history written from the
perspective of these statements from high-ranking Church officials is that while it
outlines important policies and negotiations between Church and state authorities, it
obscures the variety of opinions and ideas among Catholic laypeople and members of
religious orders. The reality of lived experience proved more complex than a
characterization of the Church based on the policies of the hierarchy. The everyday
practices of members of orders demonstrated the diversity of experience for the East
German faithful. Religious men and women voted, followed international news and
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politics, and made a life for themselves in East German society. Especially after the
Second Vatican Council from 1962-1965, there was a plurality of beliefs regarding how
the Church should interact with global communities and within socialism.68 Vatican II
gave more agency to congregations and grassroots organizers and empowered religious
women. Nuns and sisters could choose whether or not to wear vestment and had more
individual freedom and educational opportunities. In other words, they were given the
tools to challenge both Church and secular authority and create a more pluralistic
Catholic community.
At its core, faith is expressed through individual spirituality, and the experiences
of East German Catholics and men and women in religious orders within socialist
societies were not uniform. East German Catholics, like other parts of society, had a fluid
and fluctuating population that at times had to adjust on an individual basis to social and
economic changes that occurred from the 1950s to the 1990s. This project differentiates
where possible between the structure of “the Church” and Christianity as an everyday,
lived experience. Though Catholics were a minority in the GDR, and those who led
consecrated lives even more so, the Church community and its institutions not only
survived socialism, but maintained a strong, cohesive identity, perhaps because Catholics
felt the need to constantly justify their existence, or perhaps because socialism taught
them to be adaptable. Regardless, the continued existence of religious congregations and
their involvement in secular society depended on acceptance and recognition by a large
body of people. Structures central to vibrant Catholic practice—from confessional
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hospitals to the adoration of saints—had to be maintained with participation from active
laypeople and global networks of the faithful.

Methodology, Chronology, Structure
It is often difficult for historians studying life in dictatorships to uncover ordinary
experiences, since it was so often atypical cases that attracted the attention of the power
apparatus. Understanding how religious orders generally normalized their practices and
adapted to life within socialism requires thinking broadly about what “normality” was to
the devout. In the case of most men and women religious, normalcy meant the ability to
care for the community, to help the poor, to live out vows, to spend hours in prayer, or
engaged in daily work.
Another challenge for historians of religious communities in a dictatorship is the
paucity of written political or theological records. People in churches under communist
regimes were wary of surveillance and thus did not always document their personal
involvement in religious events or conflicts with state authorities. Catholic orders did,
however, keep internal records: chronicles, photographs, financial transactions, and
correspondences. Other archival sources and printed primary sources—annual religious
histories, contracts, state reports, city building permits, surveillance records, newspaper
articles, reports of Church events, and diocesan records help reconstruct the story of
everyday devotional practices in the GDR. This study draws on a diversity of these
sources to highlight the ministries of Catholic sisters and brothers and to demonstrate the
complex interactions and two-way accommodation between religious and state actors in
East Germany.
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The following chapters are thematic to highlight the primary ways women and
men in religious life cultivated and helped preserve Catholic practice in East Germany.
The organization and adaptation of religious communities to socialism, charity,
pilgrimage, and the slow establishment of Catholic civil society showcases the agency of
sisters in particular. Religious life, of course, was affected by shifts in state policy,
diplomacy, and the activities of the global Church. Each chapter roughly follows a
chronology, noting watershed events that directly influenced religious congregations in
the GDR. The periodization notes caesura and continuities and includes moments
significant in political and religious history, including the founding of the GDR in 1949,
the establishment of the Secretariat for Church Affairs in 1957, the construction of the
Berlin Wall in 1961, the Second Vatican Council from 1961-1965, and the dismantling of
the Berlin Wall in 1989. From 1945-1961, Catholic institutes recovered from the war and
adapted to the constraints of socialism. The Church was constantly wary of state
repression during this period, as it attempted to reclaim property and carve out a place for
practice. The building of the Berlin Wall ushered in a period of isolation for orders, as
they could no longer travel easily across borders or to motherhouses in the West. At the
same time, isolation encouraged a revival of eastern saints and sites of devotion. East
German Catholics began to develop a distinct identity during this period. Due to
Ostpolitik and improving diplomatic relations between western countries and the Eastern
Bloc, political tensions eased in the early 1970s, and so too did restrictions on Churchrelated travel and gatherings. In the 1970s and 1980s, church communities increasingly
promoted ecumenism, or inter-faith cooperation and unity. As a result, travel intensified
and East German religious men and women made direct contact with their international
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counterparts. During this period, Mother Teresa transformed the global image of those in
vocational life and established charities in the Eastern Bloc, including the GDR. East
German congregations served as a physical, not just ideological, bridge between East and
West by managing neutral spaces of meeting—pilgrimage sites, convents, and churches.
Chapter 1 examines the formation of religious life from the perspective of
Catholic orders. This chapter tracks how men and women in vocations established
themselves and their institutes in postwar socialism. It also explores the SED’s gendered
and often contradictory policies toward Catholic orders—at times repressive and other
times lenient. Negotiations between the Church and the state enabled religious institutes
to create a space for Catholic discourse and expression. The second chapter, “Charity in
Socialism,” examines more closely the charitable ministries of men and women in
vocational life, but especially the valued work of sisters. Religious charity problematized
the ideological legitimacy of state socialism by providing social services that should have
been entirely institutionalized. This chapter highlights the involvement of sisters with the
German Caritas Association, the importance of confessional healthcare for religious life,
and the global financial ties of Catholic charity that benefited the Church, the state, and
the secular population. Charity endeared sisters to the larger East German public and
bolstered the repute of Roman Catholic orders. Chapter 3, “The Socialist Sacred:
Pilgrimage, Religious Orders, and Sites of Devotion,” analyzes how the peripatetic rituals
of orders played a vital and visible role in the East German Catholic community. Sisters
and brothers managed these sacred sites and often organized large-scale pilgrimages that
were formative for many East German Catholics. The ritual of religious travel connected
the devout to medieval and late-antique traditions as well as to global religious networks.
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The final chapter, “The Cold War Convent: Mother Teresa, the Catholic ‘Public
Sphere,’ and International Exchange” builds on chapter 3 by examining convents as sites
that existed apart from the ideological hegemony of the socialist state. It explores how
these spaces created a semi-public sphere for Catholics and legitimated the presence of
international orders, like Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity. The epilogue
considers the response of East German sisters, brothers, and priests after the fall of the
Berlin Wall in 1989 and the changes to their institutions in reunified Germany. It argues
that religious orders were better equipped to transition into post-Communism and an
increasingly multicultural Europe than other East Germans citizens.
My project provides a portrait of a unique form of Cold War religious devotion
and its role in post-1945 socialist society, economics, and diplomacy. It explores dialogue
and mutual accommodations between state and religious actors. Ultimately, this is a story
of how a dispersed but faithful minority influenced local communities, changed
perceptions of the Roman Catholic Church in East Germany, and provided spaces for the
growth of a Catholic public sphere within socialism.
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CHAPTER 1
ORDERS IN SOCIALISM: REESTABLISHING RELIGIOUS LIFE
IN EAST GERMANY
Introduction
The winter of 1946-47 was one of the coldest on record, and the nuns at the priory
of St. Gertrud in the village of Alexanderdorf endured failed harvests, bitter cold, and
overstretched resources for the more than two hundred wounded soldiers and war
refugees in their care. Their private histories from the so-called “hunger winter” suggest
desperation, particularly when the thermometer dropped below negative twenty-four
degrees Celsius, or negative eleven degrees Fahrenheit.69 These temperatures not only
made life miserable, but they also destroyed the priory’s potato and vegetable crops
intended to sustain the nuns as well as local villagers. Like all of Europe, the priory had
experienced coal shortages since the end of the war, and by 1946 there was no fuel left to
heat their stoves. The sisters demonstrated their ingenuity by gathering large amounts of
sawdust to heat the common areas.70 The nuns’ “famous saw-dust oven” may have helped
them survive, but likely did little to abate the bone-deep chill when waking before dawn
to pray the Divine Office of Lauds.
Even in such practical matters, men and women in Catholic orders exhibited
extraordinary resourcefulness and adaptability in eastern German. Religious communities
responded to the devastation of war by focusing on a return to normalcy, which for most
orders meant scheduled prayer, study, work, and continuing ministries to their parishes
69
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and local communities through social services. The success of monastic and religious
orders in reestablishing themselves within the Soviet Occupation Zone and the GDR
depended largely on gifts and currency from the Catholic Church in West Germany as
well as the intervention of Church leaders, especially bishops, who held diplomatic
status. Sisters and brothers also negotiated directly with the East German state, often
drawing on legal dictates and precedents to legitimate their existence. The continued
negotiation between state officials and the Church, coupled with a period of isolation
after the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, contributed to the formation of a
collective identity for religious orders in East Germany. The ability to “speak the
language of the state” in dealings with secular authority also showcased the ingenuity and
adaptability of religious men and women.71 Marginalized groups in East Germany, and
especially women, frequently sought these types of creative forms of agency in
challenging the GDR state, from domestic consumerism to private jokes in the home and
workplace.72 Sisters in particular retained a certain freedom to act in East Germany
specifically because of assumptions regarding the apolitical nature of their gender. This
chapter adds a gendered analysis of the state’s relationship to religious communities,
something few historians of religion in the GDR have considered.73 More broadly, this
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chapter traces how Cold War politics and tradition shaped the life of Catholicism in the
GDR from the largely unexplored perspective of religious orders in socialism.
The connection religious communities cultivated with their Eastern Bloc
neighbors as well as with West German institutes positioned them uniquely between
opposing Cold War societies. By the 1970s, the easing of travel restrictions allowed East
German religious orders to interact with their Polish brothers as sisters as much as with
West German counterparts. Perhaps most important, lay Catholics as well as those in
vocational life began to think of themselves as orders in the East and adapted accordingly
to the restraints of socialist society. The continued interactions with the secular
community and the visible presence of religious sisters and brothers in cities and villages
contributed to a wider acceptance of monastic and religious orders in GDR society.
The following explores postwar difficulties of recovery in the 1940s and 1950s,
focusing especially on the integral role of religious congregations in reinstating East
German Catholicism. It highlights the challenges these men and women faced to
negotiate a space for Catholic practice in socialism, the ambivalent, gendered and
sometimes repressive policies of the SED, and the accommodations that the Church made
due to isolation after 1961. During this period, Catholic institutes creatively negotiated
for and established physical spaces in the GDR with the help of western aid and
resources. This chapter underlines the conflicts, cooperation, and adaptation that
contributed to the establishment of Catholic life after the Second World War. Religious
orders behind the Berlin Wall did not simply fade into obscurity, a sign that the state
misjudged the importance of these men and women to the everyday practices of
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Catholics. The efforts of religious orders and coordination with Church and state
authorities in the 1950s guaranteed the survival of vocational life in socialism. More
important still, the commitment of religious men and women to local communities laid
the groundwork for a small but vibrant Catholic Church in the GDR.

Arriving in Socialism: Recovery, Expellees, and the Catholic Mission in the East
Survival in East Germany during the most frigid months was compounded by
postwar fuel shortages, hunger, malnourishment, and lack of shelter. Not everyone was as
resourceful as the Benedictines in Alexanderdorf. Because of massive Soviet reparations
requisitioned in the form of surplus harvests, fuel, and equipment, the Soviet Occupation
Zone suffered through winter’s bleak conditions.74 In 1945, Soviet soldiers near
Alexanderdorf took vehicles, fruit-bearing trees, and in autumn, the priory’s small beef
herd.75 The lack of proper nutrition would continue to be an issue for communities into
the 1950s as a result of rationing and levies imposed by the new East German
government.
Religious orders in other areas of eastern Germany also felt the affliction of war,
evidenced by letters and records that continually lamented their inability to minister to
the people in their care. In September 1946, one Gray Sister of St. Elizabeth in Halle
predicted the difficult winter that lay ahead and described the scarcity of foodstuffs
resulting from the dry harvest. Each family was allotted only a small portion of potatoes,
and villagers had already begun bringing their ill and children to the sisters’ hospitals in
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hopes of better care and nourishment.76 The lack of adequate supplies was especially
disheartening for communities like the Gray Sisters, who ran hospitals, retirement homes,
and kindergartens.
Shortages affected religious institutes across Germany—from cloistered
Cistercians outside of Dresden to the Schönstätt Sisters of Mary in Friedrichroda, who
provided aid to poor villagers, a demographic that would remain economically
disadvantaged throughout the duration of the GDR. Priests likewise experienced
difficulty fulfilling their most important offices, especially administering sacraments in
rural areas and to the dispersed Catholic community. The eight Franciscans in
Dingelstädt had trouble in the immediate postwar years supplying wine at St. Joseph’s
Hospital for the Eucharist, a sacrament central to Catholic worship and identity.77
The turbulent years of 1945 and 1946 were particularly devastating to the eastern
Province of Jesuits. Many found their way to Berlin and Dresden from the lost territories
of Prussia and Silesia with news of deaths, hunger, and atrocity in the East. The province
had lost two novitiates, a retreat center, and a seminary to the National Socialists, who
had also forcefully conscripted young order priests and sent two Jesuits to the
concentration camp at Dachau.78 The Gestapo arrested four more Jesuit brothers in 1944,
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and Soviet forces burned the Jesuit province house in Königsberg.79 Firebombing
destroyed their institutes in Dresden and Leipzig, but the order priests were determined to
remain and rebuild.
The catastrophe of war was not only a challenge to the Church’s mission, but also
to the foundation of faith. In 1951, when communities were beginning to reclaim some
sense of normality, tragedy struck the Jesuit community in the East. Fifteen brothers died
in an automobile accident during a pilgrimage to the Benedictine abbey of Andechs
outside of Munich, when travel between borders was still somewhat fluid.80 In the midst
of their adversity, Jesuit priests in Hoheneichen lamented the loss of faith among
parishioners in their diocese and articulated their own struggles to make sense of life in a
devastated Europe.81 Wilhelm Weskamm, Bishop of Berlin until 1951, realized acutely
the difficulties facing the Catholic mission in the East. In 1948, he wrote to the diocese of
Magdeburg’s department for pastoral care, urging order priests to remain faithful to their
ministry among eastern Catholic populations, where he feared the death of faith.
Weskamm relayed the importance of ministry: “Catholics in the diaspora are surrounded
by people for whom the Church, Christ, and God are foreign.” It was therefore necessary
for ministers “to join in Christian love with their Protestant brothers” to have any chance
of rebuilding a community of the devout.82 In addition to ontological crises, the lack of
food, heat, and medical equipment presented orders with enormous practical challenges
to live out their calling to provide succor to those in need.
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Catholics streamed into East Germany after the war, resettling from Silesia,
eastern parts of Poland, the Sudetenland, and areas in Hungary. The large number of
Catholics arriving from the East was tempered by two factors: the Catholics who fled the
Soviet Occupation Zone and later the GDR to resettle in West Germany and the
increasing secularization of East German society. Still, the number of migrants seemed
overwhelming in the immediate postwar period. Around 700,000 people from the eastern
territories came to the diocese of Dresden-Meißen, and many more settled in the
predominantly Catholic Eichsfeld region.83 These ethnic German refugees and displaced
persons arriving in the eastern occupation zone were predominantly Catholic and created
a strain on the Catholic Church, as it tried to accommodate an expanding number of
parishioners who needed aid and access to the sacraments. Some Church officials
referred to the Catholic Church during this period as the “Refugee Church” in an atheist
state.84 The Protestant and Catholic churches in the East and West formed committees
and collections to help German expellees and to preserve the culture of displaced Silesian
and Sudeten Germans, including a “work team for Silesian songs and music.”85 The
Secretariat for Church Affairs made note of a number of events and workshops hosted by
specific national Catholic groups from the Breslau Catholics to the Ukrainian and Latvian
communities. The office also kept records of organizations in which priests and orders
participated, like the Ackermann-Community, which was formed by Catholic expellees.86
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These groups often consisted of laypeople, pastors, priests, and members of orders. A
number of Jesuits were involved in St. Hedwig’s “Volksmission” to help resettle
expellees. In May 1958, two Jesuit priests gave sermons for the many volunteers gathered
at St. Hedwig’s cathedral in Berlin. Whether out of curiosity or genuine interest, officials
from the Ministry of Education also attended.87 Though the majority of grassroots
associations of this nature were based in the West, Catholic institutes in the East,
including cloistered communities, responded to the call to help those affected by war.
The Benedictine nuns at St. Gertrud in Alexanderdorf offered bread and clothing to the
flood of displaced people and their children who arrived at their doorstep. Every day in
the summer of 1945, fifty to seventy people waited at the entrance of the cloister, hoping
to receive some sort of provision.88
Many of the expellees settled in towns in the Catholic region of Eichsfeld, which
was more culturally recognizable than other areas of the overwhelmingly Protestant
eastern Germany. Their resettlement overstretched the resources of Erfurt’s vicar general,
which included the Eichsfeld region and its Catholic villages.89 Parish priests were
simply not numerous enough to minister to the dispersed Catholic community. Bishops
turned increasingly to orders of sisters and brothers for pastoral care in rural communities
impacted by the sudden upsurge in parishioners. Clergy like Bishop Weskamm saw
opportunities to help millions of people in need. While Weskamm also expressed fears
that vocational life in the GDR would be threatened, he encouraged clergy to remain in
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the East and minister to displaced Germans.90 Bishops in East Germany relied continually
on religious sisters, brothers, and priests to minister to rural communities. In 1953, for
instance, the General Vicar of Erfurt petitioned the city for permission to move a Silesian
Jesuit priest from West Berlin to Erfurt in order to minister to the Silesian community in
the diocese.91
The Catholic community in Thuringia also relied on aid from orders in western
Germany, as half of the region was still under the jurisdiction of the Fulda diocese that
lay across the border. Orders, like the Redemptorists, whose motherhouse was near
Fulda, received continual aid from the West, including vehicles, foodstuffs, and
sometimes priests and sisters to help administer sacraments. Because more than half of
the institutions and cloisters—around 120 institutes, 93 priests and brothers, and 944
nuns—were within Fulda’s bishopric, the Catholic community in Thuringia maintained
close ties to their neighbors in the West.92
It might have seemed natural for members of orders to join Catholics trickling
through the border in the 1940s and 50s to settle in the West. Certainly, West Germany
offered a future without the risk of persecution. Regions like Bavaria and BadenWürttemberg still boasted wealthy monasteries and well-funded orders. It is interesting,
then, that the majority of religious sisters, brothers, and priests stayed in the East, even
when many Catholic lay people tried to migrate West. Their perseverance spoke directly
to a commitment to their vows to lead charitable, humble lives. Their central concern was
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to minister to Catholics and even secular East Germans who had no opportunity to leave
the socialist state. The Gray Sisters at Halle’s St. Barbara and St. Elisabeth’s hospitals
stayed committed to their work, even as they lost medical professionals. One doctor
wrote a letter of apology to the superior at St. Elisabeth’s in 1960, explaining why he had
abruptly left such a wonderful hospital and staff to settle in Cologne, a predominantly
Catholic city.93 The loss of important personnel in the 1950s made the service and
continuity of sisters’ work all the more essential.
Many church officials encouraged lay people and especially those in vocations to
remain in the GDR. In a sermon on New Year’s Eve in 1960, Bishop Otto Spülbeck of
Meißen addressed the fears of the Catholic minority in East Germany.94 He charged the
congregation of St. Petri in Bautzen to actively practice Catholicism in East Germany and
to recognize that it was God’s will that they continue Christendom’s thousand-year
legacy in the diocese of Dresden-Meißen. Bishop Spülbeck implored the faithful to take
heart, that nothing in their history had ever been easy, and that it was possible to live in
the GDR as a Catholic: “I believe… that Catholics must live here. Let us reaffirm our
conscience—we remain where we are, and we remain what we are, namely good
Catholics.” He concluded that Catholic families and clergy should remain steadfast in
their faith as examples for the larger community.95
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This was a particularly poignant message for Spülbeck, who had made it his
mission to minister to and organize the Catholic refugee communities from eastern
Prussia, Silesia, and the Danube regions of western Hungary, but most people in religious
vocations shared his convictions. The Jesuit hierarchy encouraged its priests to continue
work in eastern parts of Germany, despite hardships. Their emphasis on mission work
and education led the Jesuits to pursue pastoral care in regions where Catholics were a
very small minority. Three priests opened the Ignatius Home for pastoral care in Rostock
in Mecklenburg on the Baltic Sea. At its consecration in February 1947, the priests noted
that it was the first Catholic institution in the region in four hundred years.96 Another
circular letter from 1947 celebrated the work of Jesuits in Erfurt and Weimar. Despite
their cramped and freezing conditions (they, too, had no materials for heat and slept six to
a room), the priests continued their education to area children, who had not had
theological teaching in more than three years because of the war.97 One priest reported on
his miserable trip from Erfurt to Leutenberg for a children’s week (Kinderwoche). He
waited in the bitter cold for two hours at the train station, the train ride took six hours,
and when he finally arrived he walked fourteen kilometers through a wintry forest to the
home of a Protestant pastor, who gladly shared his hearth and home with the weary
priest. These hardships did not deter the Jesuits’ mission in the refugee communities in
Germany. At the end of his report, the priest celebrated the children’s week as a success
and a blessing for himself and the community.98
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Such accounts must have been heartening for the Jesuit hierarchy, since in 1948
they sent more priests into eastern areas to care for the souls of displaced Catholics. They
described their mission in the Soviet Zone as a necessary duty and hardship—the same
rhetoric used in their discourses about their missions in China and Cuba.99 Brother Hapig
wrote words of encouragement to Jesuits on the eve of their founder’s feast day in 1947
to reassure fellow priests that their sacrifices in the Soviet zone had not been in vain.
Their mission he wrote, “had thus far yielded two centers in Rostock and Erfurt, a
theological course in the Soviet zone, and the dedication of a church in Dresden.”100 The
German Jesuits viewed the Protestant and increasingly secular East, then, as a foreign
mission. In 1947, an order priest in Hoheneichen reported to Rome regarding the success
of a ministerial week among the evacuees since he had been placed in the Soviet Zone.
He and other priests catechized children, offered opportunities for confession and biblical
study, and visited the homes of the elderly and infirm. He described enthusiastically the
change in communities in the East since the immediate postwar. Where once they felt as
unwelcome foreigners, now the people expressed contentment in their new home and
seemed grateful to accept the help of the Jesuits.101 This intense missionary focus on
education would later bring them into conflict with state authorities.
Along with laypeople, postwar displacement brought an influx of young men and
women in orders. Many sisters from Silesia and former East and West Prussia took over
social services and ministerial care in rural communities.102 The Jesuit’s Diaspora
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Mission, St. Francis Xavier in Hoheneichen, received four order priests and four brothers
in addition to twelve lay refugees during the difficult winter of 1946.103 That same year,
the Gray Sisters who ran the retirement home St. Maria Afra in the small village of
Ützdorf north of Berlin welcomed three sisters who were expellees from Danzig. These
younger women helped mitigate the growing population of elderly sisters in the Soviet
Zone and aided in pastoral care for the surrounding communities.104 Even with extra help,
orders needed financial and material assistance. The prelate asked the Sisters of St.
Elizabeth in Hamburg as well as the German Caritas Association to send hard currency
and vehicles to their sisters in Halle for their work in the diaspora.105
These types of shipments of goods were on the whole permitted in the 1950s.
West Germany began to recover as result of the Marshall Plan, while East Germany’s
economy languished. The Church in the West was able to send commodities to rural
areas that would help ministries for Catholics dispersed throughout East Germany. For
instance, Sister Fidelis of the Gray Sisters in Ützdorf received a moped in 1958 in order
to expand her care for East German souls farther afield.106 In Berlin, too, orders relied on
West German help as well as aid from lay people. The Bishop of Berlin noted in his
canonical report on the Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame (Schwestern Unserer
Lieben Frau) that the demoralizing nature of life in eastern Germany was a challenge to
the sisters who ran the Theresien school in Berlin. He commended lay teachers for
working well with the sisters to educate the 120 girls enrolled in classes.107 Such
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cooperation validated the educational mission of East German orders and their
institutions.
From the late 1940s, female orders were vital to the creation of cohesive Catholic
identity in East Germany. Church officials in German diocese relied on women in
vocational life to offer aid in the 1940s and 1950s. In the areas of Thuringia belonging to
the diocese of Fulda there were 935 order sisters, who in the Eichsfeld region alone
operated forty retirement or nursing homes, thirteen hospitals, eleven children’s homes,
three institutes for feeding and housing displaced persons and expellees, nine community
homes, eighty-two preschools, and four nurseries for children.108 These institutions
provided much needed services and the sisters became visible models of faith in practice.
The Church, therefore, was concerned with providing for vocational women, be it
through financial aid, education, or ministry. Joseph Freusberg, the auxiliary bishop in
Erfurt, praised the Schönstätt Sisters of Mary for their work in nine institutions that
served eastern communities and their willingness to care for children orphaned by the
war. He implored that the sisters’ service should be met with recognition and assistance
from the Church.109 One issue that continually arose was that religious women could not
administer sacraments, which necessitated that ordained priests travel to remote areas in
East Germany to minister to the Catholic lay community as well as to the numerous,
scattered communities of nuns and sisters. In 1948, Dr. Freusberg petitioned the
Franciscans in Rome for support and financial aid for their brothers in Kerbscher Berg
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who had to travel long distances to administer critical sacraments like baptism to the
evacuated and displaced.110
Like the Franciscan friars, the Jesuits near Dresden ministered to distant and rural
communities. In addition to aid for administering sacraments, for the Jesuits, ever
focused on learning and advancement, relief donations from the West often came in the
form of books. The war had caused a rupture in education, regular attendance at church,
and administration of the sacraments. Many young children had never been baptized or
catechized, something that the Jesuit mission among refugees intended to remedy. Father
Riedel, who traveled extensively in the East for pastoral care, informed his brothers in
Berlin that of four hundred Catholic children that came to his classes for religious
education, only a few could make the sign of the cross.111 In 1954, Father Hruza, who
was stationed near Dresden, reported that the financial and educational situation for most
Catholics villagers had not improved. According to the Jesuit priest, the people’s
“poverty aggravated an already desperate situation, in which they felt isolated and
dispersed.” The Catholic community in the East needed to be strengthened in their faith
through catechesis and a sense of community. In response, western Jesuits financed their
brothers’ village ministry and catechism seminar by helping pay for transportation and
sending religious histories and theological readings.112 Four Jesuit priests in Erfurt
struggled to continue teaching, while also burdened with pastoral care in the city and
surrounding areas.113
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During the immediate postwar and into the early 1950s, there was more travel and
trade fluidity than there had been during wartime, which allowed for the exchange of
commodities, like the Jesuits’ religious books and tracts, that were considered taboo.
State scrutiny was not as rigorous as it would be in the late 1950s. This was partially due
to the fact that Catholic orders in East Germany were not overtly political. Their
correspondences from these early years centered on healing from the aftermath of war,
everyday rituals, and ministry, rather than political action. In fact, the majority of East
German orders’ private records indicated little concern for the political situation of the
early postwar years. Only the Jesuits made explicit mention in the 1950s of the
potentially repressive nature of Communism. An internal history of the Jesuits in Silesia
noted that eastern provinces of Jesuits were closed as a result of measures taken by East
German and Polish communist authorities.114 The relative absence of political discussion
from early chronicles, histories, and letters did not necessarily indicate ignorance or
apathy, but rather revealed that recovery and an attempt to return to normality occupied
the attention of orders in postwar Europe. Silence on political issues likewise reflected
continuity to earlier periods when Catholic orders in eastern Germany felt threatened.
Continued existence in periods like Bismarck’s Kulturkampf often meant remaining
apolitical, or at least not overtly resistant.
The intense focus on survival and rebuilding in the 1940s and early 1950s led to
somewhat taboo exchanges between elements of society that became less frequent in later
years due to increased surveillance and imposed regulations. The regularity in which
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Soviet soldiers, in particular, interacted with religious communities reflected the social
fluidity and confusion of this period.
The war had also established a precedent for caring for the wounded and afflicted,
no matter what their national creed. In the summer of 1940, French and Polish war
prisoners arrived in the village of Alexanderdorf. Wehrmacht officers allowed the
Benedictine nuns entry into the barracks to care for the prisoners. The French Catholics
often visited the convent and invited other prisoners of war. In 1942, the nuns celebrated
Christmas midnight mass with French, Yugoslav, Lithuanian, Russian, and Dutch
prisoners, what their chronicle described as a “colorful mix of Catholics, Protestants,
Orthodox Christians, and even Muslims.”115 Later in the war, the Benedictines helped
local doctors tend wounded Wehrmacht soldiers and in 1945 aided wounded Soviet
soldiers and tides of displaced people. The sisters’ readiness to adapt to adversity and the
changing landscape of people at their convent gates prepared them well for postwar
demographic and political transitions.
The Sisters of St. Elizabeth also found themselves caring for soldiers in addition
to refugees. St. Elisabeth’s Hospital in Halle changed hands three times in 1945 from
German soldiers to Americans to Soviets in April when Halle capitulated to the Soviet
Military Administration. Three communists from the Soviet Military Center remained as
patients through 1946. One expressed his appreciation for the sisters’ care by giving their
mother superior Deutsch Marks to read a mass in honor of the recently departed Sister
Julia, who had treated him in the previous weeks.116 This kind of amiable, direct contact
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dispelled prejudices on both sides, going beyond the habit of the religious sister or the red
star of the Soviet soldier.
These types of transnational postwar encounters were not unfamiliar or out of the
ordinary. The movement of displaced people, Soviet and German soldiers, and German
communities forced disparate groups to confront each other, though to be sure many
encounters were traumatic and violent. The Jesuit histories, more than other Church
records from this time, noted postwar atrocity with uncharacteristic honesty. A report
from the Jesuit provincial head in Berlin from 1946 directly condemned both National
Socialists and Soviet soldiers, drawing comparisons between the Gestapo’s treatment of
Jews who had been in their care in Breslau and German women who took refuge in their
eastern houses. In unequivocal language, the Jesuit priest rebuked the Russians as
“uncivilized and godless in their march eastwards.” His anger was largely due to the fact
that the eastern Jesuit mission sheltered seventeen women, from ages twelve to eightyfour, who had suffered multiple rapes and violence at the hands of the occupying Russian
forces. Two women attempted suicide during this time, which the priest said was
forgivable considering the horrible circumstances.117 These experiences further
complicated the relationship between the Soviet occupiers, the new regime, and East
German communities. For many order priests, negative interactions with occupying
authorities challenged the normalization of religious practices in the East. Orders were
therefore wary of the potentially hostile SED regime established with Soviet approval in
1949.
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Despite such incidents of atrocity, rape, and theft on the eastern front, sometimes
exchanges were surprisingly diplomatic. For instance, in the spring of 1945, the Red
Army occupied large sections of eastern Germany, including the area surrounding the
priory of St. Gertrud. The Soviet Army established its command in Wünsdorf, just twelve
kilometers from the priory in the village of Alexanderdorf. Sisters watched as Soviet
soldiers marched through their fields and to the convent gate. Though they were
apprehensive at first, the encounter was unexpectedly positive. The Soviet soldiers
expressed genuine curiosity toward the nuns and wanted to see the bakery where the
sisters baked sacramental bread. Given that these soldiers came from an ostensibly atheist
state, the nuns and the resident priest were surprised when some of the soldiers requested
rosaries.
Though Orthodox monasticism remained influential especially among peasant
populations and in rural areas in Russia, the Bolsheviks had pursued campaigns to
discredit and undermine the Orthodox Church since 1917. The “Decree on Land
Nationalization” in 1917 effectively dissolved monasteries in Russia as autonomous
bodies.118 The Communist Party in the Soviet Union also frequently tried monks and
nuns for relic fraud and counterrevolution. Many Orthodox monks and nuns, especially
abbots, bishops, and abbesses, were imprisoned or sentenced to hard labor.119 In this
context, the way German Catholic nuns met Soviet soldiers with generosity and openness
was perhaps more surprising than the soldiers’ interest in religion. Later, in a particularly
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defiant act, the Benedictines gave soldiers illegal Russian Bibles that had been smuggled
from Belgium. The Soviet troops, who were forbidden from fraternizing with the general
German population, much less religious organizations, thanked them for the gifts and
promised to keep them secret from their superiors.120
The relationship between Soviet soldiers and the wider German population,
however, was not always so amiable. Another Benedictine history revealed the oftenambivalent sentiments the German nuns had toward the Soviet soldiers, as one sister
accused Russians of stealing food supplies, tools, automobiles, and even door frames.121
Yet the nuns treated Soviet soldiers after the war, provided work for people in
neighboring villages, and welcomed the Catholic and Protestant faithful into their chapel
for worship. The willingness of orders like the Benedictines to interact with and aid a
diversity of people helped them survive and negotiate difficult and often unpredictable
politics in the GDR. The frequent contact with Polish sisters, Hungarian priests, or
communist cadres also created a distinct identity for Catholic orders in socialism.

Negotiating a Physical Space in State Socialism in the 1950s
The Church’s attempt to preserve vocational life within socialist society after
1949 was not an easy task. The faithful had to create a space for themselves in a
dictatorship that actively encouraged a materialist worldview that opposed the practice of
religion. That the Catholic Church in East Germany could maintain these types of
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religious communities at all can be attributed to the SED’s ambiguous Kirchenpolitik and
the Church’s ability to maneuver within the state’s administrative measures. As visible
representations of the Catholic Church, people in religious vocations were not strangers
to an existence in opposition to secular authority—from the Protestant Reformation to
Bismarck’s Kulturkampf to the Nazi seizure of cloisters and landholdings. The lessons
learned from this history of persecution coupled with support from international networks
provided Catholic orders with the resourcefulness to survive in the post-1945 political
order.
In 1949, the German Democratic Republic was established in the area that had
been the Soviet Occupation Zone since 1945. During the 1950s, the SED regime
continued the Soviet Military Administration’s somewhat lenient occupying policies
toward churches, while trying to relegate institutional religion to cult status. The SED
launched a campaign in the pages of Neues Deutschland in the late 1950s that drew on
science and materialist ideology to undermine religion.122 One 1958 article, “Faith Can’t
Displace Science,” tried to undermine religion’s power over death rituals and
cemeteries,123 while another essay appearing the same year, “Natural Science, Religion,
and the Church,” praised the contributions of scientists and philosophers to the discourse
that debunked religious superstition.124 An article from 1959 titled “The Incompatibility
of Science and Faith” (“Wissen und Glauben unvereinbar”) explored Darwin’s
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evolutionary theories to debunk religious doctrine and quoted physicist Max Planck’s
caution against relying entirely on religious symbols. 125 The article neglected to include
Planck’s criticism of atheism and his personal declaration that both religion and science
require belief in God.
The GDR regime took measures beyond print media to further religion on its path
to obscurity. Evidence from SED reports suggested that they conducted early surveillance
on clergy. During elections, in particular, the Ministry of Culture and later the Secretariat
for Church Affairs noted which bishops, priests, and brothers failed to vote.126 Officials
interpreted their lack of participation as a denunciation, or at least a snub, of the socialist
system. Officially, the SED tolerated religious communities. The SED’s work with the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU), a second political party that echoed the views of the
ruling SED but that also had members from the clergy, underlined the regime’s
acceptance of religion and cooperation with the East German faithful. State officials
frequently referred to Article 41 of the GDR’s Constitution that declared every citizen
would be guaranteed full protection under the law for practice of their religious beliefs.127
In practice, however, the regime attempted to weaken churches in the GDR, and
especially Catholic orders, by setting standards that had to be met for their continued
existence. These requirements usually centered on property contestations. The state
required religious orders to prove that they existed before the 1930s, so that the Church
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could establish no new orders or institutions within East Germany. In a lengthy and
tedious 1949 report, state officials, working with the Bishop of Berlin, outlined legal
requirements that church institutions would have to meet in order to remain in public
service, including verifying property contracts and being subject to taxes and tariffs on
trade.128
The churches in the GDR, both Protestant and Catholic, thus had to legitimate
their existence by pointing to a long history and the cultural value of their buildings. In
order to ensure that their sacred spaces—places of worship, cloisters, religious houses,
monasteries, cemeteries, and shrines—would not be destroyed or appropriated, churches
learned to “speak the language of the state.”129 East German believers adapted their
practices according to state dictates and occasionally even co-opted the language of the
state, not as a result of ideological control, but to maintain their own culture and
practices, a process historian Liu Xin terms “creative accommodation,” or the ability for
people to use the language of the state when it allowed them to circumvent a
dictatorship’s ideological hegemony.130 A Franciscan priest, Father Lange, returning to
East Germany in 1951 to take care of his ailing mother, emphasized his ability to work
under any political circumstance. Since 1920, he had worked in the Franciscan mission in
China, where he was leaving “some of his best friends.” He underscored the fact that he
had a good rapport with the new Mao regime and had experienced no problems from
authorities in China, perhaps to demonstrate his willingness and ability to cooperate with
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the socialist state in East Germany: “Since 1951 I have lived in Jinan Province in
Shandon… where I was happy. After the liberation [of China] under the Mao regime, I
experienced not even the slightest difficulties with authorities.” Father Lange’s reference
to revolutionary liberation demonstrates a deep understanding of socialist rhetoric and
perhaps a degree of empathy for socialist ideals regarding justice and a revolutionary
collective.131 While Catholic bishops sometimes appealed to socialist notions of freedom,
it was rarely as direct as Father Lange’s celebration of Maoist liberation. More often,
Catholic officials employed shared cultural heritage or the notions of justice to argue for
property rights on behalf of religious orders and charitable institutions.
In practice, then, “speaking the language of the state” often took the form of legal
contracts and official letters, which in many ways was not explicitly socialist. Rather,
legal negotiations demonstrated that Catholics in East Germany were adept at navigating
modern bureaucracies, whether imperial, fascist, or communist. Letters from the 1950s
expressed a great deal of uncertainty about the future of Catholic institutions, churches,
and residences. The Jesuits, ever vigilant, collected legal documents to ensure their
holdings in eastern Germany in the late 1940s. Petrus Legge, the Bishop of Meißen, and
Paul Boegener, the Jesuit’s provincial head, undersigned a letter to reestablish the legality
of the Jesuit institution in Dresden-Hoheneichen as a retreat center for clergy.132 Legge
and Boegener appealed to the socialist state’s antifascist ideology by emphasizing the
“illegal seizure of the property as part of National Socialism’s war against the Roman
Catholic Church.” The letter then claimed legal autonomy for the Jesuits under articles 87
and 88 of the institution’s founding constitution: “The charter of the foundation states
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clearly in part IV, paragraph three, that in the case of termination of property loss, the
bishop of the Roman Catholic diocese of Meißen claims legal status over the property.” If
the Jesuit priests could not continue pastoral care in the East, because of state repression
as under Nazism or for other circumstances, the right of life estate would return to the
Bishop of Meißen.133 Securing legal status in this way made certain that the GDR regime
could not easily appropriate Catholic institutions. Official letters and constitutions had a
good degree of success—the Jesuit retreat and provincial home in Dresden-Hoheneichen
was operational by 1950.
The Sisters of St. Elizabeth were also thorough in ensuring that they could legally
keep their hospitals, kindergarten, and retirement homes in service to the community. In
1951, for instance, the congregation’s acting provincial head in Potsdam drafted a
contract with state officials that locked in a rental rate and an insurance policy for the
order’s medical facilities in the GDR.134 It was particularly challenging for the sisters to
negotiate issues like property bequeathal. Remarkably, the Gray Sisters were able to
fulfill the wishes of a faithful layman in Heiligenstadt who left property to the order upon
his death. To state authorities they submitted his will and testament from 1931 and had
attorneys draft notarized documents with signatures and legal rights according to the
GDR’s constitution.135 In a similar vein, the Gray Sisters in Dingelstädt presented local
cadres with a contract from December 1869 between their congregation and the city
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council that granted permission to establish a Catholic hospital. In Section 3 of the
updated contract, the city could appoint doctors in the hospital with the approval of the
mother superior, an arrangement that met with SED approval.136 What began and ended
with legalese and bureaucratic rhetoric also contained an assertion of independence from
state authorities. The contract between the city of Dingelstädt and the sisters was in fact a
measure to prevent state incursion on Church establishments and practices. It further
cemented the sisters’ autonomy within the hospital, by outlining the rights of religious
congregations and practicing Christians: “The sisters remain under the authority of the
spiritual superior of the congregation. Thus…are the assignments and exchanges of
individual sisters and nurses, matters of dismissals and substitutions, under the direction
of the collective. The order’s leadership and its representatives have the legal right of
visitation at any time.” Section 9 of the contract outlined even more rights to prevent
secular overreach: “Clergy of both confessions have the legal right to visit patients and
conduct religious business within hospitals. In particular, Catholic clergy may celebrate
mass daily in the chapel and hold prayer and meditation. In addition to the sisters, anyone
in the hospital should be permitted to visit the chapel.”137
In this way, religious orders typically asserted legal status through proper
channels to secure rights from SED officials. An attorney wrote to officials to
authenticate the property rights of the Gray Sisters in the Sachsen-Anhalt region. The
notice referenced legal statutes, contracts, and agreements between Church and state
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officials.138 Two weeks later, the same attorney followed up with local officials and urged
the administrator of the sisters’ property holdings. His words relayed a sense of urgency
to establish legal standing in the new state: “Allow me to advise, that the local
government expects a formal answer to legal questions. The situation is serious, and I
must point out the danger that authorities could sequester property and charitable
establishments if the deadline is exceeded.”139 These legal measures indicated that the
religious orders were prepared to meet the uncertainties of another new political situation.
Even when the sisters’ private histories left out geopolitics, legal documents and
notarized letters identified Cold War borders and legitimated the East German state’s
separation from West Germany. Another letter of attorney to the minister-president of
Sachsen-Anhalt defined the role of the Gray Sisters within the parameters of the GDR
state: “The congregation operates establishments in all districts of the GDR; the central
office is located in Berlin, Niederwallstraße, which oversees and directs all financial and
administrative duties of the congregation’s establishments in the GDR and in the East
Sector of Berlin. Thereby…the deputy minister-president of the department ‘Connection
to the Churches’ in Berlin would be independent of positions in the West.” Attached to
the letter were photocopies of the institute’s licensure and an official “identification
certification” for visual verification.140
The Ursuline nuns in Erfurt likewise submitted rental contracts with city
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authorities dating from 1938. They highlighted the documents’ official city seal and the
signatures of the mayor and their Mother Superior to further cement their cloister’s
legitimacy to exist in the city center.141 Every year the city council required the Ursulines
to renew a license agreement between the cloister and the city of Erfurt. In 1958, the local
LPG also undersigned the contract granting the cloister permission to keep control over
some of its property. Correspondence from both the Church and local authorities in Erfurt
were cordial and professional. City officials appended a letter to the signed use contract
with the Ursuline cloister: “Five official copies are requested, in addition to a certified
copy of the letter from the Department of Agriculture on 3 January 1958. We would be
most grateful for a quick return of the contract, so that the application for the remission of
the aforementioned taxes can be processed.”142 Navigating the GDR’s circuitous
bureaucracy was certainly tedious for communities like the Ursuline nuns, but because
orders acted within the legal code set forth by the East German state, nuns in the GDR
successfully maintained possession of the majority of their institutes, if not their
landholdings, and were able to continue ministries for the community. The sisters’ protest
of the state’s claims to their property also ensured their own legal protection and revealed
their ability to manipulate the language of a centralized state bureaucracy, though their
everyday practices were rooted in established Catholic rituals.
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Western Aid and Implementing the Catholic Mission in the 1950s and 1960s
The popularized U.S. American image of vocational life during the 1940s and 50s
differed drastically from postwar realities in Europe. In December of 1945, while U.S.
audiences commiserated with Ingrid Bergmann, Bing Crosby, and a chorus of Hollywood
nuns in The Bells of St. Mary, the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in Halle accounted for their
dead who had been killed in a firebombing. They despaired over the destruction of their
institutions, all of which were in some way touched by war. A year earlier, the National
Socialists had commandeered even the bells from the chapel on Mauerstraße for the
“purposes of war.” Yet in the midst of sifting through rubble and trying to find space for
sisters displaced from the East, the sisters were most concerned with the care of Halle’s
injured, homeless, and hungry.143 Returning to regular ministries meant restoring their
hospitals and outreach ministries to working standard, and for that, the sisters needed
provisions, goods, and currency. To ensure the continued existence of church ministries,
ecclesiastical officials, grassroots lay organizations, and orders themselves had to adapt
to new legalities enforced by an often-hostile dictatorship.
The Church hierarchy also envisioned orders as a loyal base for the Church in
East Germany during a period of political and economic uncertainty, especially as so
many devout laypeople streamed West during the 1950s. The era of Soviet occupation up
through the founding of the GDR also brought a great deal of political uncertainty for
religious communities. The Catholic faithful were hardly naïve about the MarxistLeninist position on religion and how it had been translated into draconian measures, like
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the Soviet systematic oppression of the Russian Orthodox Church in the 1930s. Indeed,
the Soviet Occupation Zone, the Communist Party, and the SED crafted policies that
viewed religious institutions as archaic superstitions existing outside of socialist society.
The SED’s Kirchenpolitik (church policy) combined seemingly contradicting strategies
of repression and alliance, or negotiation with church officials.144 From the ideological
perspective of socialist functionaries, this policy would control and monitor negative
elements in society. According to the communist faithful, religion, though still significant
for people, would inevitably become obsolete under Communism with the help of
administrative procedures and propaganda campaigns.145 What the SED’s Kirchenpolitik
underestimated was the power of devotion as a lived experience, the extent to which
communities relied on religious institutions, and perhaps most significant, the resilience
of orders, who were at the heart of rebuilding the Catholic community within the GDR.
Just two years after the war, the Gray Sisters had reestablished their hospital
ministry as well as orphanages, soup kitchens, and retirement homes in eastern Germany.
Everyday religious rituals—prayer, celebration of the Eucharist, and mundane routines—
resumed. Still, the ravages of war had left an indelible impression on the landscape and
the mentality of Europeans. In East German cities buildings lay in ruins well into the
1950s. The Gray Sisters in Halle’s hospitals managed with inadequate medical equipment
and limited resources. Despite the disillusionment and economic hardship of the 1940s,
most orders saw substantial growth in the postwar era. On the feast of the Assumption of
the Blessed Virgin in 1947, the Gray Sisters in Halle clothed twelve new novices and
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elected a new Superior.146 They celebrated the fact they could once again return to the
traditional business of vocational life.
In their private correspondences during this time of rebuilding, women and men
in orders attempted to spread courage in the face of uncertainty. The prelate in Paderborn
wrote to the Gray Sisters in 1947 charging them to take joy caring for the impoverished
and unfortunate. Their chronicler recorded the prelate’s words and recounted the miracle
of the roses associated with St. Elizabeth of Hungary, often written as Elisabeth of
Thuringia. In the bitter midwinter, the young, pious queen took bread from Wartburg
castle to the poor in the village of Eisenach. When confronted by her husband, the
provisions she carried turned into roses. The chronicler urged her fellow Gray Sisters to
be heartened in their service to the community and to remember the lesson of their
patroness’ bread and roses—to not give up faith.147 Devotion to St. Elizabeth was a part
of everyday ritual for the Gray Sisters, but the reminder that the saint had fed the poor,
treated the ill, and suffered through cold, eastern winters in the same landscape as the
sisters was important for a cohesive identity within the uncertainty of postwar socialist
society.
While veneration of an eastern German saint bolstered faith and morale, there
were also very practical concerns like lack of central heat or repair to buildings that had
been damaged by bombings that challenged the routine functions of institutes like the
Gray Sisters retirement home in Ützdorf. During times of economic adversity, orders
relied increasingly on their western brothers and sisters for help. It was these connections
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to orders in the West and to Rome that enabled those within East Germany to more
quickly than the rest of the population and return to everyday practices. As mentioned,
Catholic relief organizations were able to channel goods to institutions in the East.
Practical items like clothing, medical instruments, and telephones were easier to legally
transport between borders than educational material, which seemed to vindicate the
regime’s fears that the primary purpose of orders was to proselytize. Bicycles and
mopeds provided members of orders much needed mobility to minister to rural
communities, but the quickest method for the Church in the West to support churches in
the Eastern Bloc was through hard currency. The regime even encouraged the financial
support from West Germany, as it brought the GDR more economic security. This type of
West German support for East German citizens continued until the 1980s and to some
extent undermined the regime’s moral and political authority.148 In the context of church
communities, it prevented precisely what communists wanted—the dissolution of
religious institutions. Instead, confessional establishments became centers of devotion,
discourse, and social services.
The survival of institutions run by religious orders would have been substantially
more difficult in 1950s socialism without close relationships to sister communities in
West Germany. Religious orders traditionally relied on the generosity of laypeople,
which would ensure the material welfare of order priests, brothers, and sisters in
exchange for spiritual mentoring and pastoral care. In the modern era, churches began to
rely on government apparatuses to process tax contributions from their parishioners. The
SED regime’s strict interpretation of the separation of religious institutions and the state
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meant that churches had to process tax contributions themselves beginning in 1953.149 As
a result, the Church relied on financial support primarily from small donations and only a
small portion of state allocations.150 This level of support was not sufficient, and thus
orders in East Germany became increasingly dependent on contributions from the West.
Support from West Germany became even more central to the continued existence of
Church institutions and by extension the ministry of religious orders.
West German contributions were made possible thanks in large part to the U.S.
economic strategy to rebuild Western Europe. Beginning in 1948, West Germany’s
economy benefited from the Marshall Plan’s twelve-billion-dollar injection of capital.
Pope Pius XII supported the Marshall Plan as part of the Vatican’s postwar strategy to
articulate a path for Catholics that would oppose communism and bolster social justice in
the defense of Christianity.151 For Church officials and laypeople in West Germany
aiding devout Catholics trapped behind the Iron Curtain seemed the logical next step. Just
a year after the Marshall Plan began to bolster Europe’s economies, West Germans began
to funnel their resources East.
The allocation of western capital was most effective in bishoprics like Berlin,
Fulda, and Paderborn that oversaw parishes in eastern and western parts of Germany.
Auxiliary bishop Joseph Freusberg, who acted in the 1950s as a sort of international
ambassador between Catholics and orders in Thuringia and the international Catholic
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community, directly addressed the Church’s needs in the Eastern Bloc.152 In 1948, he
wrote to the head of the Franciscan order in Rome for support of friars in their eastern
ministries. Bishop Freusberg cited the poor conditions in the East and explained that the
Church in the Soviet Occupation Zone simply did not have the resources or ability to
collect donations on behalf of orders.153 Such appeals were typically met with generosity
from Catholic leaders in Rome and West Germany.
The Church hierarchy was recovering from the tangled legacy of war and fascism,
and like the GDR state, wanted to distance itself from its tepid response to dictators in
Germany, Spain, Portugal, and Italy. One way to suppress the memories of the recent past
was to invoke anti-communist rhetoric and follow Pope Pius’s dictates to help the East.154
Of course, motivations to repair the Church’s image should not preclude the genuine
desire of vocational and laypeople to support the more impoverished eastern
communities. In February of 1949, for instance, the vicar general in Erfurt petitioned the
western part of the diocese for support on behalf of the Schönstätt Sisters of Mary, whose
mission was to provide religious education for children.155 His efforts were met with
warm reception from Catholics in Fulda, who sent donations to the sisters. The vicar
general again wrote to Fulda in 1953 to help the Sisters of Mary build their chapel at the
popular pilgrimage site in Friedrichroda.156 With the help of these types of donations, the
sisters were able to secure the financing to build a chapel in Friedrichroda, which they
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hoped to turn into a province house for sisters in the GDR. Because most of their
institutions were tied to the diocese of Fulda, the sisters continued to receive western
funding for their chapel and educational ministries.
The construction of new sites of devotion, like the chapel in Friedrichroda, often
presented legal challenges in the 1950s, as the GDR state preferred to curtail rather than
subsidize the proliferation of religion, despite the fact that church property was protected
under Article 45 of the GDR’s constitution.157 Communities that wanted to erect new
edifices for religious purposes had to be carefully approved through official channels and
were unlikely to receive any financing from the socialist regime. Officials in Karl-MarxStadt, for example, complained to Berlin that more than sixty-six confessional institutions
had been built, when there was still a paucity of apartment Blocks and schools.158 This
instance highlighted communication difficulties between Berlin and regional authorities
in the immediate postwar and through the 1950s. The Central Committee often left the
implementation of new policies to local functionaries without communicating specifics.
Sometimes officials even corrected each other’s actions. In one instance after the war the
lord mayor of Dresden sent a memorandum to the mayor of the neighboring community
of Hosterwitz with instructions that Jesuit activities in Hoheneichen, including “mass and
church-related business should in no way be interrupted.” He concluded with a reminder
that the Gestapo had commandeered the Jesuit property and sent Father Pies to Dachau in
1941.159 The implication that parallels could be drawn with National Socialists ensured
that postwar German officials would certainly cause pause. More often, there was simply
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confusion regarding the implementation of policies toward religion. The disconnect
between the bureaucracy in Berlin and Party members on the ground in East Germany’s
cities and towns often created inconsistent policy and relations with religious
communities. In the case of Karl-Marx-Stadt, local cadres perhaps did not realize that
many of the Church’s projects were funded not by state authorities, but with the help of
international Catholic relief funds, lay donations, and the work of religious orders.
The weekly Catholic newsletter Tag des Herrn (Day of the Lord) often featured
stories of ordinations and church consecrations. A 1954 issue highlighted the construction
of new churches, thanks to the support of Paderborn’s Archbishop Dr. Lorenz Jaeger. It
also reported the 1953 consecration of a church in Harzgerode. Catholic refugees,
members of orders, and Auxiliary Bishop Dr. Rintelen celebrated the new church for
having unified the community and providing a sense of Heimat.160 These announcements
did not go unnoticed by SED officials, who expressed no small amount of alarm at the
number of church building projects within the GDR. In September 1951, the Ministry of
Culture pointed out that while the regime had approved the reconstruction of only thirtytwo churches, Tag des Herrn reported one hundred projects on churches and chapels,
ranging from pilgrimage churches near Bautzen to numerous edifices in Görlitz-Cottbus
and a Jesuit chapel in Leipzig.161 Official reports, like the 1951 overview of religious
redevelopment projects, expressly disapproved of what they viewed as illicit projects, but
at the same time, they gave no instructions for disciplinary actions. The state itself
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seemed ambivalent in its position: to allow the influx of western currency and goods
meant to bolster the economy, but in this case, it also meant to tacitly strengthen religious
communities.
After the Hungarian revolt of October 1956, it became increasingly difficult for
churches to find financial aid within the GDR. The Secretary of Church Affairs detailed
its policies to combat counterrevolutionary influences like the episcopate in Poland or
Cardinal Mindszenty, who was released from prison during the Hungarian revolt.162 The
new policies stated that priests and orders no longer would be able to collect donations
for new projects. The report claimed that in the early 1950s, a Jesuit could gather capital
from any source and build his desired church, but now all requests would have to be
made through the state bureaucracy. The Secretary of Church Affairs would approve
maybe two or three religious projects then reject all other requests claiming that all
building materials were in use to build factories or schools. Both sides would have to
accept this argument. The author of the report envisioned Catholic bishops having to
accept responsibility for building failures and thereby undermining their authority. The
language was highly speculative: “There are currently few materials for factories,
schools, etc…When people come to complain, we will send them to the Church
leadership. Whether they want to or not, the bishops must accept responsibility. If unrest
threatens, the priest and the bishop should be held responsible.”163 This was partially a
half-hearted attempt to curtail western spending on new devotional spaces, but it often
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had the opposite effect. The difficulty to procure materials and money made East German
orders all the more reliant on their international networks.
It was far easier to approve repairs for edifices that had existed before the war,
structures the state often classified as having cultural worth, like Erfurt’s St. Mary’s
cathedral, the centerpiece of the city, or the medieval Aegidien church. These historical
spaces were protected under cultural heritage management, or Denkmalschutz, and often
received state funding for repairs and upkeep.164 The Ursuline sisters in Erfurt attempted
to claim Denkmalschutz status for their institution in Erfurt, but it was not until 1962 that
the Ursuline cloister was approved for restoration after having been destroyed in an air
bombing during the war. The sisters and Church officials in Erfurt had petitioned the
state since the early 1950s.165 In 1957, Sister Gregoria successfully applied to the city for
permission to begin construction on the cloister’s church, but the state could not fund the
entire project, which was estimated to cost around 30,000 Marks.166 The bishop in Erfurt
and the Ursuline Mother Superior negotiated with both Otto Nuschke, who at that time
served as a CDU liaison between churches and the state, and West German Church
officials to fund the project. This long and arduous negotiation process of securing state
approval and procuring funds from internal and external sources was typical for Churchrelated projects throughout the duration of the GDR. Like other citizens in socialism,
members of orders learned to practice patience, though there were benefits from their
international connections. Catholic relief organizations and bishoprics in the West
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allowed communities in the East more flexibility and ensured that members of orders
would have at least basic commodities.
In addition to funds allocated to rebuild structures, orders received international
aid for commodities and the restoration of relics and other objects of devotion. Arranging
for the shipments of religious objects was particularly delicate and usually meant
negotiating with the Ministry of Exports and Imports. Even before their church was
rebuilt, the Ursuline convent in Erfurt requested the return of a golden ciborium, a small
shrine used for housing the Eucharist, a silver reliquary, and a chalice to administer Holy
Communion.167 These sacred items had been sent to a sister convent in Bad Tölz in
Bavaria during the war for safekeeping, but as the Ursuline sisters settled back into their
ministries in Erfurt, it was important for them to have their possessions that held ritual
significance returned. Perhaps surprising is that the state officials approved the shipment,
despite any hesitancy they might have had about items that promoted superstitious
practices, and helped in the ministry of nuns in Erfurt.
The Franciscans in Hülfensberg were likewise successful in attaining permission
to import gifts from their brothers in the West. In 1960, they celebrated one hundred
years since their residence’s construction and a six-hundred-year jubilee of Hülfensberg
as a pilgrimage site. By drawing on this cultural heritage, the brothers were able to repair
an enormous cross that had originally been erected on a nearby hill in 1933.168 Franciscan
representatives from abroad were even permitted to travel to the jubilee. A few years
earlier, they successfully petitioned to have an organ rebuilt in their pilgrimage church.
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Because the organ required special parts not available in the GDR, the Franciscans had to
petition for the movement of cultural goods at Department of Import and Export. An East
German master organ builder in Erfurt wrote a letter in support of importing organ parts
from Württemberg for help with the project and reassured officials that his firm would
oversee the construction. The project was approved in 1959 and the Franciscans paid
around 5,200 DM for transport and tariffs, something that would have been impossible
for a small cloister in the GDR without western help.169
These economic networks enabled Catholic orders to improve their quality of life
and their work in hospitals and schools sooner than other East German institutions. The
most common types of gifts from the West were practical: refrigerators, ovens, tools,
medical equipment, telephones, and amenities to which most East Germans in the 1950s
and 60s had little access. Trade officials kept records of all church import and export
requests, from seventy kilograms of nails from the Bishop of Osnabrück to sacks of
cement or a radio gifted to the nearly deaf canon in Bautzen from the Archbishop of
Paderborn.170 Throughout the 1950s, the Gray Sisters at St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle
welcomed goods from their motherhouse in West Germany. The provincial head and
hospital matron Mother Theresia Visarius ensured that her sisters were provided for in
the work with the ill and poor in Halle. They were able to repair the roof of their
residence as well as the foyer of the hospital with financing from the Paderborn diocese.
In 1956, the Gray sisters received a new washing machine, and in 1958, a renovated
kitchen with an electric oven, which made the job of cooking for the 450 patients, sisters,

169

BAEF, ROO 68 A VIII b 4 1958-1980 Franziskaner Hülfensberg. Deutscher Innen und
Aussenhandel-Kulturwaren.
170
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 2440 Einfuhranträge für die Katholische Kirche im Gebiete der DDR. This
thorough list recording one year was seven pages long.

71

and other hospital staff much easier. The donations and collections were so generous that
the Gray Sisters at St. Barbara’s had extra building material, which they shared with city
tradesmen, an action that surely endeared them to the larger community.171
Even after the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, goods and currency
continued to flow to East Germany from the West. Though the economic situation
improved slightly in the GDR during the 1950s, there was a new sense of urgency to send
aid to churches in the East, now physically cut off from West Germany. The Sisters of St.
Elizabeth in Plauen, for instance, were only able to finance a new laundry and wash area
in 1962 through western support and volunteer labor, but the sisters themselves had to dig
the trenches for the project.172 In the same year, the Gray Sisters who ran St. Barbara’s
Hospital, a kindergarten, and a retirement home in Halle, received another new washing
machine, a new operating table, a stove, and a device to administer anesthesia.173 As a
gift from Rome, they received a Siemens telephone and in 1977 a Miele dishwasher,
Western brands that most East German citizens could not legally attain.174 These items
gave orders a privileged position of being able to more effectively help others, whether
Catholic children or communist cadres seeking medical treatment. It was the ability to
minister to others that lay at the heart of vocational life. International aid enabled East
German orders not only to survive but also to establish themselves successfully as in
socialist modernity.
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For the nuns at St. Gertrud, a return to normalcy equated to regular hours of
prayer and work. Their primary source of work and revenue after the war was their
bakery, where they baked and sold sacramental bread to Catholic and Protestant parishes
in Germany and Poland. Thanks to western benefactors, the sisters received a new oven
and could recommence baking the Eucharist bread. They also conducted religious
education for village children through a confessional kindergarten and tended their
gardens and fields.175 The issue of land use and agriculture was a contentious issue in the
secular and religious communities the 1950s, and the traditional cloisters and residences
that had large landholdings came under close scrutiny. State functionaries in the Erfurt
noted that the Gray Sisters, who were active in twenty-three communities in the region,
and “in possession of extraordinarily large land holdings of more than 3,000 acres.”176 In
contrast, the Jesuits in Weimar owned property that was only 16,000 square feet, likely
accounting for the order’s living space and chapel. The Redemptorists in Heiligenstadt
controlled slightly more property than the Jesuits, and their provincial leadership in Bonn
supported the maintenance of their land assets. The report surmised that the goals of
orders included amassing valuable property and landholdings as much as saving souls.177
Socialist officials attempted to encroach on their gardens, forests, meadows, and fields,
with some success, though the extent to which to which orders maintained autonomy over
private property was remarkable considering the communist goals of collectivization.
The SED established the first agricultural cooperatives (Landwirtschaftliche
Produktionsgenossenschaft, or LPGs) in 1952 after the Second Party Congress and
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almost immediately met rural resistance. By 1960 the regime hoped to achieve national
collectivization, but still in November 1959 not even half of the GDR’s agricultural land
was collectively farmed.178 The SED encouraged local functionaries to change tactics,
since many of the methods of targeting individuals and communities had actually
encouraged resistance.179 One method was to launch a newspaper campaign in local
publications in an attempt to win over rural East Germans, many of whom were still
practicing Christians. A barrage of articles appeared in newspapers in March of 1960.
Most were written by theologians, pastors, and state officials and praised the work of the
agricultural cooperatives, claiming the ideals of collectivization were commensurate with
Christian doctrine. The intense propaganda campaign featured articles like “The Best
Way: A Talk with [Protestant] Pastor Gottschalk in Worbis” in Erfurt’s Das Volk to
“Christ and Socialism” in the Sächsische Zeitung to an article that appeared in numerous
publications: “What does our Christian faith say regarding the nationalization of
villages?”180 There is little evidence to suggest that the newspaper campaign moved the
faithful to embrace the LPGs. Indeed, the Catholic Eichsfeld region was the least
collectivized area in the GDR and entire communities, including church leaders and
members of orders, were united in their opposition to the LPGs. It is therefore
unsurprising that the Catholic Church, and especially religious orders and their
landholdings, were a target of the more aggressive campaign.
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Orders, backed by Church officials, were better positioned to bargain with state
authorities than small farmers and peasants, for whom collectivization was a dubious
endeavor at best. Authorities first sought to co-opt properties like confessional schools,
which would accomplish two ideological goals: nationalizing property and curtailing
religious influence on children. In 1960, the Gray Sisters’ provincial leader complained
there had been problems with authorities regarding its kindergarten in Berntgerode. The
sisters felt pressured to move it or rebuild, but were loath to do so as they had just
received new donations and toys from their motherhouse in the West.181 The Franciscan
brothers in Hülfensberg negotiated with local authorities, who wanted to buy the property
on which the Lucius-Hebel-Institution and hospital was built. It would be subsequently
appropriated for government use. The auxiliary bishop was able to settle the property
dispute with a compromise in which the Franciscans could maintain partial ownership of
the plot.182
Some religious communities even benefitted from the LPGs. For the Benedictine
nuns in Alexanderdorf, farming the cloister’s agricultural plots was difficult work that
yielded very little profit. Still, it was necessary to maintain gardens and farmland in order
to feed the cloister community as well as villagers, particularly since rationing continued
in the GDR until the late 1950s. Because many of the younger sisters came from cities
and had no experience in agriculture, it became difficult for the cloister to operate
independently. The sisters therefore welcomed the opportunity to sell land and livestock
to the cooperative farms. A man from a prominent Catholic family who often helped the
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priory worked with local chair of the LPG, Richard Hönicke, to ensure that the nuns
received a favorable deal.183 The cloister also benefitted from a transition to heavy
machinery. The nuns bought small agricultural equipment from the state at reasonable
prices, since the LPGs used primarily large tractors and industrial machinery and needed
to dispense with older, lighter equipment.184 It was these types of continuous negotiations
between nuns and local officials that ever more normalized the continued existence of
cloisters within socialism.

Policymaking and Vocational Life: Conflict and Cooperation
The SED’s ostensible clemency toward religious property rights did not mean that
it gave up repressive tactics toward religious communities. In the 1950s and early 60s the
growth of both male and female Catholic orders caused officials in the Secretariat for
Church Affairs to reevaluate their influence in society. Before the SED established a
Secretariat to oversee dealings with religious communities, it attempted to temper the
expansion of organizations that could be ideologically damaging to the GDR’s secular
mission. Socialist functionaries pursued repressive measures against the Church when
they could be justified. For instance, in 1954 authorities arrested an order priest in
Brandenburg, who was involved in a car accident that killed two Soviet soldiers. The
priest, who was returning from pastoral care in Neurippin, immediately tried to help the
wounded soldiers. Though the priest filed an official report and it was clear that the crash
was unintentional, police arrested him for complicity in the Soviet deaths two days
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later.185 A year previous, state police followed two Franciscans during their ministry to
the people of Herzberg. The police subsequently took the Franciscans into custody for
preaching ideology contrary to the state, they seized religious materials, and ordered the
priests to take off their habits. Eventually, the police allowed them return to their mission
in Dingelstädt. Church reports seemed unclear whether this was an isolated event of
police taking it upon themselves to act against clergy or whether it was a higher official
directive.186 This type of harassment was reserved primarily for male orders, which
interestingly represented less than half of East Germans active in religious vocations.
When the GDR was established in 1949, forty-two different orders for women
existed within East Germany.187 Most followed at least the spirit of the fifth-century rule
of St. Benedict, which called on people to follow Christ by devoting their lives to service,
charity, prayer, and work and to profess vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience.188 The
rule emphasized hospitality and ora et labora (“work and prayer”), ideals that would
have resonated with the cloistered Cistercians at the medieval monastery of Marienstern
outside of Dresden as much as with the Gray Sisters working as nurses in Halle. Like
religious men and women in other parts of the world, East German orders affirmed that
they had been called in devotion to the Gospel, or in the words of St. John, “chosen from
the world, but not of the world.”189 The cornerstone of vocational life, then, directly
threatened the GDR regime’s authority over religious elements in society.
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Despite socialist antipathy for religion and strict policies against religious
education, when compared to the rest of the communist world, the SED’s treatment of
religious communities was rather moderate. Even during the most repressive period of
Kirchenpolitik in the 1950s, no priest or member of order lost his or her life due to
religious persecution and most were allowed to some degree to continue their daily
clerical duties, save for the 1957 interrogation and trial of a group of Jesuits.190 The
benign treatment of the Church within the GDR can be traced to two central issues:
diplomacy and economics. For East German officials, the Catholic Church could be used
in the campaign to gain international recognition. The Church’s close ties to West
Germany and the Vatican had diplomatic potential for a state that wanted to be seen as a
world player. Economic stabilization, like diplomatic amity, reinforced the SED’s
authority, and even in the early 1950s, officials recognized the economic value of the
Church’s foreign relations. The regime continued to approve West German money and
goods to finance their churches in the East. The state’s reliance on and expansion of
Church trade in the 1970s undermined their hope that Church institutions would die
out.191 The GDR’s implicit support of confessional institutions unwittingly created a
space for Catholic culture within socialism.
Consequently, unlike many of their Eastern Bloc counterparts, the SED-state did
not ban Catholic orders or religious communities in the GDR, though the precedent
certainly existed in communist countries, with Poland’s even stronger ties to Catholicism
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as an exception.192 The Soviet Union served as a model in 1929 by passing a statute that
forbade orthodox priests and monastics from wearing religious garb in public.193 Bulgaria
confiscated the property of the Catholic Church in a 1953 centralization of land and
forbade religious orders to live as communities.194 The Czechoslovakian authorities
waged a particularly stringent campaign against Catholic communities and took actions
to terminate male and female orders beginning in 1949. In 1950, police and military
forces seized monasteries and sent their members to detention centers to undergo
reeducation. Yet even under the oppressive conditions, the Czechoslovakian state allowed
many nuns to continue their work in health and social services, industries that were
difficult to staff in the immediate postwar period.195
One reason these policies were not pursued as aggressively in East Germany,
despite the desire to create a secular state, was the need to distance themselves from
Nazism, which had waged a war on monasticism and Catholic orders going so far as to
liquidate monasteries and repurpose land belonging to cloisters.196 The Gestapo arrested
members of male and female orders for subversion. At least six Jesuit priests in the
eastern province were arrested and Father Pies was confined to Dachau as a political
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prisoner for four years.197 In 1935, the Gestapo closed the provincial house of the Gray
Sisters in Halle and jailed sixteen sisters, and fined the order for civil disobedience.198
The SED wanted a clean delineation between the Nazi regime and their own government.
GDR officials did not want to risk international condemnation or any parallels between
the “legitimate German state” and the imperialist, fascist state of the National Socialists.
A 1954 report on the activities of churches clearly delineated SED policies from those of
Germany’s fascist past: “The GDR is not the successor of the former German Empire or
the Nazi state. That means that the institutes of the GDR are not obligated to support or
fulfill the old contracts of religious communities.”199 Yet, the distancing from Germany’s
imperial past also meant that “all church property would be protected under constitutional
rights.”200
Moreover, according to public official statements, it was capitalist West Germany
that inherited Germany’s imperial legacy, not the “peace-loving East.” Communist
officials were quick to condemn West Germany’s conservative Catholicism, which they
perceived intimately tied with capitalism and imperialism, a notion the regime
disseminated from its founding. The SED’s news organ Neues Deutschland printed a
series of articles that indicted the Federal Republic’s chancellor Konrad Adenauer of
being in league with reactionary Vatican forces. A 1949 article claimed to have
discovered a secret West German document that revealed Adenauer’s ambition to create
an “authoritarian-Catholic dictatorship.”201 At the same time, East German officials were
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cognizant of the Church’s strong, international connections outside of Adenauer’s
Federal Republic. The SED’s policies seemed contradictory but illustrated the
complicated relationships between religious communities and hierarchy, both secular and
confessional.
The GDR state’s diplomatic pragmatism allowed the majority of confessional
institutions in the East to keep their doors open in the postwar period, but the problem of
religion within socialism remained a source of ideological unease. Particularly troubling
was the continued growth of orders during the 1950, though by 1961 the number of
novices had drastically decreased, a trend that continued through Vatican II in the
Northern hemisphere.202 In the immediate postwar era, however, female orders in
particular seemed vibrant in their growth. The Gray Sisters who ran St. Elisabeth’s
Hospital in Halle reported having fourteen novices and eighteen new candidates in 1953,
which would have been a fair number even in an era of high monasticism.203 The
Catholic arrival from Silesia and the displacement of men and women after the war
contributed to the rise in the number of novices who entered monastic or clerical life.
Even at the height of East German refugees flooding into the West in 1956, the numbers
of men and women in orders remained steady, a testament to their commitment to ora et
labora within socialism.
Though the state did not ban religious communities, the SED closely monitored
and tracked the growth of orders, noting events resulting from an influx of displaced
Catholics from the East, like the 1953 investiture of a sister of the Holy Name of Mary
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congregation in Mecklenburg—the first since the sixteenth century.204 Officials expressed
concern not only with the increasing numbers of people taking holy vows, but also with
their influence over communities and youth. Of special concern were male orders that
worked with young people in the GDR. Dominican Father Gordian appeared frequently
in SED reports, for his “youth sermons and seminars” and for support of the Hungarian
revolt in 1956.205 Stasi agents accused Jesuits of “trying above all else to influence
student populations in universities and secondary schools. They use their influence over
professors and staff on one hand and over the religious parents of students on the other
hand to have contact with students and especially send them abroad.”206 Worse still, a
letter to the Secretary of Church Affairs from the Ministry for State Security noted, was
that Father Gordian actively encouraged citizens from peace struggles. According to the
report, he proclaimed, “the true war was the atheist war against Christians.”207 Likewise
concerning were the activities of East German Jesuits, Franciscsans, and Redemptorists.
The Secretariat for Church Affairs claimed that these four orders tried to influence the
populace whenever resources were available and practiced “hyper-pastoral care.”208 The
report concluded with a recommendation for further investigation into the activities of
these four Catholic orders in East Germany.
Local authorities tried to curtail activities that might attract young people, like a
dance hosted by the Catholic community in East Berlin in 1954.209 The police in Berlin
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submitted a report that detailed their success in restricting a dance event in addition to a
number of festivals and Church consecrations that were open to the public.210 To curtail
religious influence on young people in the 1950s, the state shut down a number of
Catholic parochial schools and children’s homes. For example, socialist functionaries
allowed a Franciscan female order in Langenfeld to continue operating a retirement home
and hospital but closed an orphanage and a schoolhouse for girls run by Franciscan
Sisters’ of St. George in Dingelstädt and Großbartloff.211 The state was most concerned
about the influence of Jesuits on young people in the GDR, especially in the wake of
Hungary’s 1956 revolt, which communist functionaries blamed on the influence of
reactionary elements like the Jesuits led by Cardinal Mindszenty.212
It was in this context that the SED pursued more aggressive strategies against
orders specifically in the late 1950s through the newly established the Secretariat for
Church Affairs and the Ministry of State Security (MfS or Stasi). The GDR state used
less overt means of repression than their communist neighbors, as the regime constantly
sought international recognition and legitimacy.213 The SED extended control over
organizations like the East German CDU and the ecumenical Berlin Conference, both of
which acted as intermediaries between church and state. In 1957, the regime appointed
old guard Communist Werner Eggerath as State Secretary of Church Affairs, which
would entail negotiation with religious institutions and the state. Eggerath’s approach to
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religion, and to religious orders in particular, was uncompromisingly materialist. The
Secretariat for Church Affairs during his tenure reflected this more aggressive shift in
policies and rhetoric than it would in later years under the more moderate secretaries
Hans Seigewasser (1960-1979) and Klaus Gysi (1979-1988). During the late 1950s, the
SED also expanded the surveillance of religious life, and especially the clergy. Eggerath
delivered scathing indictments of male orders based on information gathered from orders
in the West as well as covert Stasi reports.
In 1959, Eggerath wrote, “the orders are elite troops of political Catholicism.”214
He further implicated the orders as bearers of militaristic and economic imperial NATO
policies. Their duty, he claimed, was to be “bases of political Catholicism” in eastern
regions, to build up “reactionary centers” through their institutions, and to organize
political campaigns in order to implement and guarantee Vatican policies. His report
accused clerics, especially male priests, of being responsible for the Hungarian uprising
of 1956. Even their daily activities, Eggerath claimed, revealed profound counterrevolutionary tendencies. Their establishments were used to organize young people
against the socialist state, and the events they organized influenced people inside and
outside of the Church.215 Eggerath cited pilgrimages, processions, Catholic conferences
as opportunities for orders to spread their political influence. He further indicted orders
for spreading anti-communist propaganda in words and images throughout the Eastern
Bloc and for inciting violence in Hungary in 1956. The direct connections that
Franciscans, Gray Sisters, and Jesuits had to their counterparts in Poland were likewise
troubling. Another report recommended that more action be taken to curtail the travel and
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activities of members of orders, who “operated like a sneaking poison within the Catholic
population.”216
These connections between the Catholic Church and the West were not entirely
unfounded. Richard Cushing, Archbishop of Boston, was one outspoken anti-communist
Church official. He campaigned throughout the 1950s to undermine the influence and
spread of Communism. He wrote extensively on social justice, politics, and the
oppression of Communism on religious communities. In an article entitled “Marx Versus
Mary—World’s Fate Hinges on Struggle,” Cushing denounced Marxism-Leninism and
urged Catholics to reject the possibility of coexistence with Communism. He even used
veneration of Mary as a call to action: “In reaffirming our devotion to the Mother of God,
we rededicate ourselves as believers and as good citizens to all the acts of prayer and of
participation in public policies, which will rebuff atheistic Communism.”217 Cushing’s
influence on global networks was especially troubling to the SED. The notion that
members of orders, clergy, and East German Catholics might take such words in earnest
seemed a real threat in the 1950s.
The SED also worried about international aid organizations that leaders like
Cushing supported. For instance, the Jesuit Volunteer Corps founded in the United States
in the 1950s increased its charitable work to parts of rural America and by the 1980s had
a large international presence in the developing world and areas that were politically
contested. The Secretary of Church Affairs archived reports and international media from
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Jesuits abroad, including a series of articles published in the CDU newspaper Der Tag
that listed the numerous Jesuit-controlled international lyceum, or institutions of learning
usually secondary schools.218 Another development that did not help the case for male
orders, and especially Jesuits, in East Germany, occurred in 1949, when the Superior
General of the Jesuits announced from Rome that Jesuits should help their younger
members escape the Iron Curtain. Many fled from countries like Hungary to the United
States and Canada.219 It seemed logical to East German cadres that Jesuits in their midst
might be pursuing the same objectives.
The intervention of western priests in Cold War politics prompted the East
German regime to pursue more aggressive polices and more closely scrutinize the growth
of vocational life in the minority Catholic community. The Secretariat for Church
Affair’s reports during the 1950s noted that numerous orders had swelled in number since
the end of the war, including the Jesuits in Leipzig, the Marian Sisters in Erfurt, the
Franciscans in the Eichsfeld region, and the Gray Sisters of St. Elizabeth, which was the
largest female congregation in East Germany.220 The new policies against religious
communities mainly targeted male orders, rather than their female counterparts, who
usually interacted more with the secular community through charitable ministries.

Showcasing State Authority: The 1958 Jesuit Trial
Perhaps the most poignant example of the state’s stringent policies against male
religious organizations was the so-called Biesdorf Trial, in which the Stasi arrested four
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Jesuit priests in 1958 and charged them with espionage. The trial took its name from the
Jesuit residence in Biesdorf outside of Berlin, where the Stasi first arrested the priests.
Since the early 1950s, SED officials had expressed suspicions toward the Jesuits. State
Secretary Eggerath reminded his colleagues that Pope Pius XII had praised the Society of
Jesus for its service to the larger aims of the global Church.221 The GDR regime feared
this kind of intense loyalty to international authorities that were often anti-communist.
The Biesdorf trial resulted from the Ministry for State Security’s surveillance
campaign on male clergy. The Stasi also conducted interviews and interrogated
neighbors, acquaintances, and young people in contact with the accused Jesuits. The
Jesuits were not the first clerics arrested in the GDR. In the early 1950s, the regime had
enacted repressive measures against Protestant pastors, deacons, and church leadership.
The police arrested at least nine clergy in 1950 and 1951 for subversive sermons.222 From
1951 to 1953, the state sentenced at least sixteen Protestant officials, including three
women, to time in prison. The charges were participating in a boycott against state
authority, espionage, and inciting ill will among East German citizens.223 These trials
predated the Stasi’s independent interrogation and extreme surveillance measures, which
became known as the regime’s “unofficial policies” toward religious organizations.224 A
prelude to the Biesdorf Process came in 1957 when Jesuit Father Riehtmeister of
Magdeburg was arrested at the train station in Griebnitzsee outside of Berlin on his return
from ministries. Father Riehtmeister was held in a jail in Potsdam for two weeks, while
221
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the Stasi searched the Jesuit residence in Magdeburg and confiscated a number of
newspapers and theological tracts. Officials released Riehtmeister in mid-December with
no explanation regarding his arrest.225 Though disconcerting, the 1957 arrest did not
reveal the extent of the state’s new surveillance and interrogation apparatus.
The Biesdorf trial of 1958 was the only trial against Catholic clergy or religious
orders and was meant to showcase the regime’s political power. Though matters of state
security were often covert, the Biesdorf trial was made public, perhaps as a rebuke of the
direct influence of male clergy in East German society or an abiding fear of insurrection
after the 1956 events in Budapest. Neues Deutschland published articles that accused the
convicted Jesuits of espionage under the guise of the clerical work. An article from
December 1958 declared that, “the interrogation and trial proved that the West German
espionage and intelligence apparatus in the service of NATO’s warmongering had direct
religious ties to citizens in the GDR with the full support of political clericalism.”226 West
Berlin’s newspaper Tagesspiegel reported on widespread protests in West Germany
against “Pankow’s terror decrees” when the sentences were announced: “The news of the
sentencing of four Jesuits by the district court of Frankfurt/ Oder elicited intense outrage
in the Federal Republic.”227 The Süddeutsche Zeitung in Munich likewise highlighted the
Church’s protests against “GDR justice,” while the Berliner Morgenpost claimed the
Jesuits had been terrorized into confessions for the purpose of the East German state’s
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war on religion.228 Articles also appeared in the pages of the Kurier, Der Tag, and Welt
denouncing the arrest of the four Jesuits and eleven Catholic laypeople.229 The intense
backlash of West Germany’s press may have dissuaded the SED regime from pursuing
other processes against religious orders. The West Berlin Catholic gazette Petrusblatt
characterized the trials as “a reflection of the SED-political convention’s decision to
repress Christians in the Soviet zone—to impose constraints on expression and morality
never before seen in German history.”230
Whether intended as a legitimate crackdown on subversive elements or a
showcase of SED power, the 1958 events made clear how systematic Stasi surveillance
could be. During the interrogation of the four priests and members of their parish
communities and outreach, the Jesuit priests confessed to intentional subversion of the
socialist state by counseling parishioners to move to the West, by possessing religious
tracts, and by owning western mopeds.231 The priests were cut off from all
communication from their brethren and families—the Stasi intercepted all letters from
Rome and the West. During their incarceration, the Jesuits were also barred from
attending celebrating the mass or attending any sort of worship service.232 The lengthy
Stasi report listed international Jesuit crimes, especially illegal activities in Hungary, as
evidence of East German corroboration. During the interrogation, two Stasi officers,
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Captain Voigt and Lieutenant Herzog, traveled to Budapest to interface with agents of the
Hungarian “Department to Combat Secret Clerical Organizations.” The exchange
confirmed to Stasi officials that some Jesuits had indeed been involved in the 1956
uprising in Budapest. Hungary had outlawed all activities of the Society of Jesus and
seized its establishments in 1951, so the Hungarian officials believed the guilty clerics to
be part of international political maneuverings of the Church. The Stasi report listed the
illegal activities of Jesuits in Hungary, namely to organize and continue “illegal activities
among people in democratic countries” and the printing of “subversive propaganda,
embellished with religious phrases.” The Sisters of the Sacred Heart, a congregation
modeled on the Society of Jesus, had allegedly undertaken the technical work of printing
these materials233 Yet the counterrevolutionary actions of a female order in Hungary did
not prompt the Stasi to extend its investigation to women religious in the GDR. On the
contrary, the Stasi report portrayed female orders as quasi-victims of Jesuit influence:
“Within these [female] organizations the Jesuits work through spiritual retreats and
teachings to propagate the Catholic religion.”234 The GDR regime did not follow the
Hungarian model and outlaw religious institutes, and instead hoped to deter subversion
by prosecuting members of a specific male order.
Among their other offenses, according to Stasi reports, Jesuits strictly followed
“the principle of obedience” to the Church authority. The officers’ report claimed that the
pope provided instructions for the illegal actions against Communism, called the Provida
Mater. In fact, the Provida Mater Ecclesia had very little direct political content, though
it did stress obedience to God and Church authority. Published by Pius XII in 1947, the
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constitution outlined the history of Church counsels and provided a foundation for secular
institutes to self-govern.235 Nevertheless, the Stasi believed that the document encouraged
subversion against secular government. The Hungarian officials confirmed that the
Provida Mater had been printed and widely dispersed in Latin and German in eastern
areas. For Voigt and Herzog, this was critical evidence against Father Menzel, one of the
Jesuits in custody. According to the Stasi report, it was clear that Menzel had drawn his
seditious ideas from the Provida Mater and “intended to organize a troop to fight against
the Republic.”236
There must have been legitimate fear in the Eastern Bloc that male orders like the
Jesuits posed a real threat to state security. The Hungarian officials working with Voigt
and Herzog further explained that during the 1956 revolt, Jesuits had organized
themselves into groups of six to eight men with one leader, “who operated under a false
name” and reported only to the Superior General of the Society or the Pope himself. The
leaders relayed information to Rome via the Italian or Belgian embassies in Budapest.
The Stasi of course realized that these extensive networks did not exist to the same extent
in East Germany, but the trial highlighted the Jesuit’s close connections to West Germany
and detailed contact the accused maintained with sister communities in West Berlin,
Eisenach, Halle, and Dresden “for alleged pastoral care” since the early 1950s. The state
suspected that the Jesuits in custody, especially Father Menzel, had worked with a West
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German sister to help certain parishioners, including a doctor, desert and settle in West
Berlin in 1953 and again in 1957.237
The interrogation lasted months and included evidence gathered during the arrest
of the four priests, but also details from surveillance and informants, like a parishioner
reporting that he had overheard Father Spors, who was not arrested, say to a group that
included Father Frater that “Walter Ulbricht must go.”238 The Stasi ordered the
translation of all Latin letters, notes, and other materials for fear that there could be
incendiary, secret messages, though the Jesuit order wrote the majority of its
correspondence in Latin during this time.239 The state found the priests guilty of using the
auspices of charity to secure their parishioners passage to West Berlin. Father Müldner
pled guilty to the possession of inflammatory pamphlets—western newspapers and
Church leaflets as well as exposing students at the university in Karl-Marx-Stadt to the
subversive broadcasts of a western radio station. Father Menzel was also convicted of the
illegal trade of six mopeds from West Germany, ostensibly to expand the Jesuit mission
and incite rebellious behavior.
The interrogators seemed most concerned with the involvement and influence the
Jesuits had on youth in the GDR. Officials scrutinized Fathers Menzel and Rueter, who
ministered to young people in Leipzig and Magdeburg. The Jesuit residences in both
cities were thoroughly searched for controversial religious material.240 Among the
confiscated material were letters to Christian parents informing them how to navigate
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state surveillance and the SED’s atheist mission in schools.241 The Stasi reinforced the
idea that Menzel had supported young people to “leave the GDR.” Indeed, the Jesuit
priests had encouraged a young man who was interested in joining the order as novice to
visit the novitiate in West Germany, since none existed in the East at that time.242 The
Stasi’s sentencing, or “plan of action,” characterized the Jesuit order as unequivocal
reactionary and subversive elements: “The Vatican in Rome maintains a dangerous
organization, the Jesuit order, that serve the purpose of espionage in every single country
on Earth, and especially in Germany and in the People’s Democracies. This order is the
pope’s flying division, or more aptly stated, his Gestapo or fifth column.”243 For state
officials, evidence was also in the order’s history: “Throughout the history of the Jesuit
order there are many examples of its members are committed to extending the power of
Catholicism and have been a vanguard of the Vatican—to implement the pope’s political
agenda.” The report further accused Jesuits in the GDR of “pursuing active ideological
diversion” in order to “advocate for political Catholicism.”244
Other German Jesuits during this period expressed frustration at not being able to
intercede on behalf of their accused brethren. A letter circulated to West German Jesuits
on 22 December 1958 when the state sentenced the four priests to time in prison and then
rehabilitation as the repressive actions of a “state power that is an enemy of
Christentum.”245 The correspondence indicated that the Jesuit priests were martyrs of
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state socialism by equating their situation with Christ’s two thousand years before: “when
a lawyer for the GDR state made a pathetic final case for four years of imprisonment, we
are reminded of Holy Scripture, ‘We have a law and according to that law, he ought to
die.’ (John 19:7)” According to other Jesuits, their brethren had been sentenced because
they were priests of the Church—the four naturally possessed theological material, they
ministered to dispersed Catholic communities and needed transportation like mopeds, and
they wanted to help and listen to those in their charge. Jesuit ministries in the GDR, it
implied, were no different than those of orders elsewhere in the world. The letter
demanded: “Must we not obey God more than Mankind?”246
In many societies outside of the Eastern Bloc, the four Jesuits’ actions—a priest
wanting to share his beliefs with students or a brother owning mopeds—might seem
benign, but in the GDR they were explicit forms of resistance. Despite the regime’s
attempts to appear conciliatory and tolerant of churches because of their international
presence, there was also pressure from other Eastern Bloc regimes and the Soviet Union
to curtail the activities of religious orders. The Stasi officials who consulted with
Hungarian functionaries shared the conviction that the Jesuits’ loyalty to Rome could
only work against the socialist project. While the Jesuit connections to the West and their
privileged position of being able to receive gifts and religious educational tracts that
troubled the Stasi investigators, but perhaps most threatening to the SED state was the
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reputation of Jesuits for their unconventional methods of educating and proselytizing.
The admitted purpose of this process against the Jesuits was an attempt to silence the
Church and limit the role and visibility of orders in society. It certainly caused religious
congregations to act with extreme caution. The fact that the Stasi took such extreme
measures against the Jesuits and expended so much time with the investigation and
interrogation indicated that the SED believed that these men had power that could
somehow threaten political hegemony in the GDR.
News of the Jesuit arrests was a source of discomfort in the East German religious
community, as it indicated not only increased repression of religion, but also implied
some degree of collaboration between state surveillance and members of the Church.
International news services, especially in West Germany, were quick to condemn the
trials and the subsequent sentences of the priests and Catholic laypeople involved. The
Süddeutsche Zeitung published numerous articles that featured Catholic protests against
“GDR Justice,” and the Tagesspiegel in West Berlin characterized the trial as “Pankow’s
Terror Verdict.”247 The Central Committee responded with its own version of events in
Neues Deutschland, in which it declared the trials to have uncovered Jesuit NATO spies
and agents of imperialist warmongering.248 SED officials ultimately commuted the
sentences of the four priests but likely did so because of the backlash of public opinion
rather than the advocacy of church officials in the GDR. West German Catholic media
rallied against the repression of the East German regime, while East German Catholics
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quietly criticized the actions but continued practicing their faith. Rather than intimidating
the Catholic community, the Biesdorfer trial created a more insular and devout identity
that would be supported by female orders. There is also no evidence that it discouraged
religious congregations from fulfilling their traditional roles. Instead, they learned how to
subtly adapt within the confines of the system.

A Gendered Kirchenpolitik
The regime’s highly gendered politicization of religious communities in fact
provided women in the church more opportunity for action than priests and brothers.
Sisters successfully maintained a degree of autonomy and thereby created secure spaces
in convents and Catholic establishments for religious practice and discourse. There is
little evidence that suggests that female orders were put under as much scrutiny or
surveillance as male orders. In fact, women were often more successful in maneuvering
around state dictates than their male counterparts, whom officials perceived as
threatening to the ideological order. This could be attributed to the East German regime’s
conservative biases and assumptions about gender. Despite the lip service to gender
equality and aspirations that socialism would transform gender roles, officials maintained
markedly traditional views on the role of women in society and held fast to moral
asceticism.249 Religious institutions played a central role not only in their local
communities but also in continual de facto negotiation with the state. The Stasi pressured
two young Franciscan postulants in Erfurt to return to the West. They were not allowed to
send telegrams or make arrangements but asked to pack their bags and leave based on
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matters of security. According to their letters to family, one seminarian pushed back
against the orders, citing the separation of church and state, free seats at the university,
and religious freedom ensured by the GDR’s constitution.250 In this case, their pleas did
not have immediate results as the two were sent back to Paderborn, but the young
Franciscan’s appeal to legalities in the GDR indicated a belief that Catholic orders could
adapt the regime’s laws for their own benefit.
Another way socialist authorities attempted to exert influence over male orders
was to try to enlist postulants, novices, and young brothers for military service. In Eastern
Bloc states like Czechoslovakia, authorities often arrested Jesuit scholastics or sent them
into compulsory labor. Since the GDR, Poland, and Yugoslavia did not completely
oppress religious institutes like their communist neighbors, authorities in those countries
exerted control with less overt tactics, like conscription.251 In such instances in East
Germany, the Church used its legal status as an autonomous entity and fought for
conscientious objector status for young men in vocational life. The head of the Franciscan
order in Berlin asked the Prelate to negotiate with civil officials when officials informed
Brother Bernardin that he would be required to serve at least a year of military service.252
Rarely did authorities encroach so directly on the autonomy of female orders.
This disconnect between ideology and practice contributed to the highly gendered
official interpretations of sisters’ activities as less suspicious than male clerics. Rhetoric
in bureaucratic reports regarding women suggested that there was a sense that nuns
embodied female morality and appropriate modesty in a way that seemed to affirm the
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state’s own conservative view of women. An article from 1985 in the Thüringer
Tageblatt, for instance, celebrated sisters who worked for the “salvation of the patients”
in Erfurt’s 250-year old Catholic hospital. The article highlighted how the sisters’
compassion had influenced the city. Erfurt’s CDU’s representative sent a letter that drew
on the language of Christian charity, rather than socialist service to “congratulate and
thank the Sisters of Mercy for their work in the hospital… through which one can
experience Christian love and charity.”253 Sisters often took advantage of the local
officials’ benign view of their practices, which allowed them to circumvent laws by
adapting the SED’s own language in letters and petitions. Because of the state’s
preconceptions, women in religious vocations could more easily negotiate their roles
within society. The way Cold War politics entangled with historical identity and gender is
therefore central to understanding the relationship of these communities to the East
German state, particularly when orders put themselves in opposition to the regime.
Socialist officials took issue with the Church’s core tenets—devotion to a belief
system that transcended material realities and was also transnational, putting religious
communities into constant contact with their western counterparts, especially since most
of their motherhouses were located in the West. In the more fluid period of the 1950s, in
particular, congregations traversed the German borders, sharing devotional practices like
prayer and pilgrimage, thereby creating a third space that was neither East nor West.
Religious communities in the East more firmly established their institutions with the
support of Caritas and Church officials, who held diplomatic status. Bishops and
cardinals intervened on behalf of seemingly minor establishments. The Bishop of Berlin,
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for example, petitioned the State Secretary of Church Affairs to help maintain a home for
children run by nuns in Stralsund on the Baltic Sea.254 These petitions were sometimes
rejected, but they usually resulted in correspondence and negotiation between Church and
state officials as well as members of orders and local priests who operated on the ground.
Through the intervention of individual sisters and Mother Superiors, nuns expressed a
large degree of agency and were well positioned to confront the authority of maledominated institutions.
Travel provides another example of inconsistent state policy. Sisters were also
resourceful when applying for permission to travel. Every sister who worked at St.
Barbara’s Hospital in Halle was permitted four weeks of vacation, and most visited
relatives in other parts of the GDR, West Germany, Poland, or went on contemplative
retreats. In a letter to the Gray Sister’s Mother Superior in West Germany, one sister
explained that she would use the opportunity of visiting her family in Hannover to extend
her stay at their motherhouse in the West.255 Brothers and priests were often not as
successful with their travel plans and encountered more restrictions for their movements
even within East German borders. In April of 1953 the police took two Franciscans into
custody during a trip to visit the sick and infirm and to preach in a neighboring village.
According to Brother Wigbert, who reported the incident to the Erfurt diocese, the police
confiscated their travel documents, demanded they change out of their habits, and
accompanied them on their return trip.256 When the state issued new ordinances on travel
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passes in 1957, many East German Jesuits studying at the order’s West German novitiate
could not return home. Those who chose to study at the western novitiate would be guilty
of “desertion from the republic,” yet there was no other recourse for young men who
wanted to enter the order until the state allowed the novitiate in Erfurt to open.257 The
success of sisters’ travel approvals compared to members of male orders can be attributed
to the official inclination to hold men and women to different standards, which allowed
women more flexibility to adapt their ministries to the authoritarian system.
The perception of women as compassionate and maternal informed state policies
and often resulted in more lenient treatment toward female orders. Intense negotiation
and diplomatic intervention, coupled with the state’s conservative views on women,
allowed many institutions to preserve their roles as teachers, nurses, and caregivers.
These women’s ability to work around systematic restrictions revealed their ingenuity,
though they would not have necessarily considered themselves as radical activists.
Instead, their identity was tied to the spiritual experience of a regimented schedule,
centered on the Church year, prayer, liturgy, and work. Radicalism was likely not their
aim as they tended the sick, staffed clinics, taught children, celebrated special visits from
Polish neighbors or bishops, or enjoyed recreational ski trips. Yet because they were a
visible minority in opposition to a secular worldview, their very existence was
politicized.
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The Socialist Sister?: Coming to Terms with Cold War Divisions
Until 1961, the majority of Catholic religious institutes in East Germany were
oriented toward the West and likely felt more kinship to their brothers and sisters in the
other Germany than those in the Eastern Bloc, since their motherhouses had been
established in the more Catholic regions of West Germany. The Ursuline sisters in Erfurt,
for instance, had much more correspondence with the Ursuline convent in the small West
German town of Duderstadt than they did with the Polish Ursuline in Pienwy.258 These
interactions could of course be attributed to shared language and culture, but they also
testified to the mentalities of the 1950s, when the notion of two, separate German states
had not yet cemented in people’s minds. The 75th German Katholikentag, a traditional
gathering organized by the Catholic laity, took place in 1952 in East and West Berlin.
Members of orders, Catholic laypeople, and clergy from every diocese in West and East
Germany descended on Berlin. Many orders used the festival as a way to interface with
one another. The Franciscans on Wollankstraße in Pankow hosted a celebration for all of
the entire “Franciscan family” in their cloister garden.259 SED officials struggled to
monitor the exchanges in East Berlin during the Katholikentag of 1952 and a subsequent
in 1958. In a letter to Erich Honecker, who had just taken over the military and security
affairs in the Politburo, the Stasi claimed that the 1958 Katholikentag had been used by
Church officials and religious orders to conceal espionage, namely the organization of
deserters from the Republic.260 Not unrelated, Honecker would become one of the main
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architects of the construction of the Berlin Wall. Another German-wide gathering for
Catholics would not be held thereafter in the east until 1980.
By the 1960s, large-scale gatherings and fluid travel between borders was no
longer possible for religious communities. The reality of these new geo-political
constraints, made tangible in the Berlin Wall, necessitated that orders redefine their legal
authority. For about a decade, from the late 1950s to the late 1960s, the Church worked to
reorganize hierarchical structures that made more sense in a divided Germany, in which
travel was restricted. This slow restructuring was a project undertaken by Church
officials and religious institutes to adjust to the new postwar realities. The Berlin Wall
and the isolation of East German orders simply hastened a process already underway—to
grant more autonomy to institutions in the East, who were unable to interact as freely
with their motherhouses and congregations in Western Europe or Rome.
It was not until the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and the
implementation of stricter travel restrictions that the political divisions of the two
Germanys became a more physical reality. Perhaps because the Church and its
congregations were confined and physically separated from their West German
neighbors, the SED relented somewhat in challenging the legitimacy and existence of the
churches within East Germany after 1961. The building of the Berlin Wall, the
subsequent stabilization of the GDR, and international recognition a decade later,
contributed to a more moderate Kirchenpolitik than what had been pursued in the late
1950s.261 Yet, the challenges of mobility were still apparent in the early 1960s. The Gray
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Sisters in Halle lamented that no representative from the GDR could attend the chapter
meeting (Generalkapitel) of the Sisters of St. Elisabeth in Rome.262
By 1958, many institutions in the East already operated as centers for East
German sisters and brothers. The Bishop of Berlin reported in his 1958 canonical visit to
St. Joseph’s Hospital in Berlin that the Gray Sister’s institution on Niederwallstraße had
for a few years acted as a “quasi motherhouse” for the East.263 As early as 1951 the
Church worked with the cities of Erfurt and Neuzelle to establish separate pastoral
seminars for priests and brothers.264 The bishopric of Berlin gave the Caritas branch in
Berlin-Weißensee full administrative authority over charitable institutions in East
Germany.265 Records from 1962 include petitions from various orders asking their
diocese for full legal authority for their eastern institutions. The Gray Sisters in Dresden
wrote to the Bishop of Meißen asking for a resident spiritual counselor and pastoral care
for sisters in the GDR.266 The cathedral priest in Berlin and Mother Superior Bartholomäa
signed a contract granting the Gray Sisters in Halle legal power of attorney over decisions
made in the eastern province’s main residence, as their mother superior was in Reinbek,
near Hamburg.267 The Gray Sisters in Berlin and Brandenburg, tied to their motherhouse
in Berlin-Tempelhof, were likewise given legal power for their institutions in the East
long before the Wall’s construction.268 Some of these legal measures were necessitated
earlier when authorities required all orders with establishments in East Germany to
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appoint a local custodian of their property.269 In the 1960s, more sisters in the East were
given visitation rights, and East German priests were appointed to administer sacraments
to congregations behind the Iron Curtain. Orders also established deputies to represent
them at General counsels and international conferences.270
Religious orders in the GDR faced more challenges in the 1960s than simply a
concrete barrier. Compared to their counterparts in the West, who were able to openly
express dissent, it was difficult for East German men and women in religious vocations to
assert themselves in a state that insisted they were subversive counterrevolutionaries.
Soviet newspaper reports of discoveries of secret cloisters working against Communism
in their midst did little to abate the fears of the SED leadership.271 In 1962, Pope John
XXII called the Second Vatican Council, an ecumenical gathering of Catholic bishops to
address doctrinal questions and make decrees that govern Church life.272 The Second
Council, or Vatican II, lasted from 1962-1965 and further complicated the Church’s
hierarchical integrity and the relation of laypeople, order priests, and sisters to
authority.273 For many sisters, the Vatican’s message of plurality was inspiring. The
majority of female religious communities embraced the modern and populist reforms to
challenge both secular and religious authorities, and to renew their non-monastic
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religious ministries, though interestingly, sisters in the GDR maintained traditional
habits, though Vatican II’s reforms would have allowed them to transform their garb. A
letter from a Caritas Sister to her colleagues in the GDR in 1967 encouraged them to
continue wearing their habits as a sign of their commitment to God and His ministry and
to differentiate them from the secular world by which they were surrounded.274 Her letter
indicated the importance of religious symbols and traditions to the isolated East German
Catholic community.
Still, Caritas Sisters and others were heartened by most of the Council’s reforms,
particularly those that allowed them more educational opportunity and interaction with
lay communities. One East German sister expressed the renewed enthusiasm in 1965: “A
woman in an order is a contemporary woman, who has sacrificed herself for the good of
the world.”275 For traditional orders and cloistered nuns Vatican II also brought positive
changes. The Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf now had the opportunity to celebrate the
liturgy with more guests and could host seminars for priests and members of other orders,
connections that allowed Catholics to feel less isolated. Catholics in the GDR came to
view Alexanderdorf as an oasis, and even Protestant pastors and neighboring villagers
came with increasingly regularity in the 1960s and 1970s for spiritual retreat.276
The majority of Catholics welcomed the changes brought by the Second Vatican
Council, yet many in authority questioned the council’s modernization message and
liberal excesses. More conservative Catholic officials attributed the decline of young
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people entering orders in the 1960s to Vatican II, but the lack of novices taking holy
vows was a problem in Europe that had begun before the council. By the 1970s, orders
that had enjoyed growth in the 1950s had perhaps one or two novices. Correspondences
between bishops and leaders of religious congregations expressed a growing concern
about how to maintain ministries and take care of aging populations of women and men
in vocations. The Bishop of Berlin and a leader of Caritas in the East, Mother Hildegard,
discussed the way to proceed when so few young women expressed interest in vocational
life.277 The Catholic immigration to the West coupled with the state’s secularization
measures certainly had not bolstered the enthusiasm for Catholic vocations. SED officials
must have felt somewhat less threatened by orders as the numbers of novices behind the
Wall shrank, because functionaries approved seminars for girls that were hosted by
sisters and in the 1970s even allowed a sort of open house day, when East Germans could
visit religious institutions and ask questions about the Church and religious life. The nuns
at St. Gertrud in Alexanderdorf reported the success of their open house (“Tag der
offenen Tür”) in 1967. Groups from six parishes registered, including more than thirty
girls, four of whom expressed interest in returning to learn more about entering the
novitiate.278 In 1969, four Gray Sisters attended a theological course in Erfurt and the
residence on Mauerstraße hosted a seminar for girls that was well attended.279 The
somewhat benign neglect of officials for such events served to bolster the religious
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communities they believed would soon be obsolete due to their geographic isolation from
the international Catholic community.
To be sure, the moderate success of control measures during the 1950s, the
completion of collectivization, and the construction of the Berlin Wall had created an
emboldened state in the 1960s. In some ways, this worked to the benefit of religious
organizations, as they had more room to maneuver as long as they adhered to the GDR’s
legal parameters and travel restrictions. Without fear of influence from western
congregations, the state allowed more educational and theological opportunities for
sisters. The diocese of Berlin worked to establish a correspondence course for all sisters
and religious institutes within the GDR.280 Convents also more frequently held “opendoor” days that allowed sisters and brothers to interact more closely with the lay
community.281 The SED’s policies of isolating East German religious communities, in
effect, created a more vibrant Catholic subculture within the GDR.
Another aspect of lived experience that communist ideologues misjudged was the
personal interactions and relationships between members of orders and local officials,
who were meant to represent the SED on the regional level. These functionaries rarely
enforced all of the Central Committee’s dictates regarding religious communities. One
reason for this was that members of orders had made themselves part of local life. Sisters
in hospitals and retirement homes were as much a part of society in towns like Halle as
were carpenters or plumbers. The beloved choir at St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle, for
instance, was made up of Gray Sisters, though the director Frau Dr. Hermann was the
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director of the Protestant music school. The hospital choir performed primarily for the
hospital’s patients, though community members and secular co-workers often stopped in
at their practices and performances.282 Interacting with people in religious vocations on a
daily basis made it more difficult to demonize them as imperialist agents, even if they
were wearing a habit or priest’s collar.
Numerous instances demonstrated the mutual cooperation between cadres and
orders. Not only did socialist functionaries come to the aid of religious communities, like
the state attorney in Alexanderdorf who helped the priory of St. Gertrud negotiate legal
status with state officials, but there were also mundane instances that indicated genuine
affability. Doctors, hospital staff, patients, and even city administrators attended the Gray
Sister’s Christmas celebration at St. Barbara’s hospital in Halle.283 The Franciscan
residence in Berlin-Pankow extended an invitation to local officials to attend a
celebration of their 750-year anniversary in Berlin.284 The chronicler of the Gray Sisters
reported that in 1959, when the official relationship between Church and state was
somewhat tense, local cadres participated in the processional for the funeral of Sister
Othmara. The requiem celebrated her as a devout, giving member of her order and a
victim of Nazi oppression.285 Sister Othmara’s imprisonment under the National
Socialists and her devotion to the community made her a laudable figure for Catholics
and communists. It was these transactions of local cadres, community laypeople, church
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officials, and members of orders that enabled religious communities not only to survive,
but also to fully establish themselves as part of socialist society.
In Budapest in 1986, Professor Konrad Feiereis, Erfurt theologian, and Roman
Catholic, presented a compelling argument for the coexistence of Christians and Marxists
in society, a theme that had long occupied his scholarly attentions. He contended that the
most important feature of cooperation was open discourse. Because Marxists and
Christians essentially wanted the same thing—the betterment of society—the goals of
socialism and the Church could transcend other ideological differences. Only through
open dialogue could socialist countries hope to achieve better relations between Marxists
and Christians. Feiereis drew on his own experiences as a Catholic refugee from Silesia,
an academic, and a pastor in the GDR to argue that it was very much possible to be
devout, live amongst and work with Marxists.286
Feiereis’s ideas of a type of blended Christian and Marxist paternalism sparked a
heated debate amongst the intelligentsia gathered in Budapest and those in Erfurt when
he published his essays on the subject.287 To be sure, this was a conversation conducted
in academic circles and likely did not directly affect the daily lives of religious
individuals. Nevertheless, Feiereis’s position reflected the reality that by the 1980s
religious communities in the GDR had not disappeared. With religious orders as a strong
backbone of the Church, Catholics had created a ministry and life for themselves within
socialism, a trend scholars have typically associated with the Protestant Church in East
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Germany. Catholics articulated the notion that Christians and Marxists could live in
harmony. By the 1970s, and especially after the Protestant Church’s 1971 Synod on the
“Church in Socialism,” the Catholic Church, too, considered itself a “Church in this
Land.”288 The Christian faithful were not some marginal group in socialism but
permanent, productive members of East German society. Roman Catholics, in particular,
remained a tight-knit and resolute community. Their international ties differentiated them
from secular society in the GDR, but its increasing autonomy, necessary to negotiate the
entanglements of socialist bureaucracy, ensured that Eastern Bloc Catholics developed an
identity that diverged from the Church in the West.
This dual character brought into question if Catholic Christianity in Central and
Eastern Europe during this time was truly Latinate, or Rome-centered. The establishment
of alternate motherhouses and novitiates in the GDR, and fewer opportunities to interact
with their colleagues in the West, undoubtedly contributed to a sense of a unique eastern
identity. Émile Durkheim’s characterization of Catholic mentalities as supporting an
intensely collective lifestyle seems compelling in the East German context, though these
structural explanations cannot fully account for why the Catholic community remained
tight-knit and insular.289 The Church had a long tradition of providing for its parishioners,
and orders existed in a symbiotic relationship with Church communities; people in
religious vocations offered services and ministry to the lay congregation, who in turn
provided material goods for religious institutions by way of donations and tithes. This
relationship was complicated to some extent within a socialist society that should have no
need for extra social programs. The East German faithful also often did not have extra
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resources to support the Church, and donations came increasingly from the economically
richer West. Grassroots lay organizations sought ways around economic paucity. For
example, Catholics in Halberstadt founded the group the Friends of Hülfensberg
(“Freundekreis Hülfensberg”) in 1971, whose mission was to provide assistance to the
Franciscan cloister in Hülfensberg. They particularly encouraged craftsmen to join to
undertake repairs for the Franciscans if they could not provide direct financial aid.290
These types of organizations testified to the resolve and independence of the East
German Catholic community.
Church officials in Rome recognized the increasing autonomy of orders behind
the Iron Curtain. The physical separation of the Berlin diocese in 1961 served as a
symbolic reminder of the political realities facing the Church in Germany. Out of
necessity, orders established East German retreat centers, novitiates, and a seminary in
Erfurt. These institutions became more permanent fixtures as the political and diplomatic
status of the GDR stabilized. By the mid-1970s, an East German Catholic identity had
formed as a result of their insular conferences and institutions. The realities for practicing
Catholics in a socialist, surveillance state differed drastically from their West German
neighbors. Every religious action—from attending to mass to confirmation to
pilgrimages—was political, perceived by state authorities as implicit protest of the
socialist system.
It is not surprising, then, that Catholics in the overwhelmingly secular and
Protestant GDR would develop a strong, protective community. The overt expression of
religion practiced by members of orders served as a symbol of courage to the East
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German devout. The Vatican acknowledged the special importance of orders in East
Germany in a 1975 conference, declaring that regardless of their small number, religious
orders were an indispensable part of the Church, namely because their lives were radical
expressions of how to live by Christ’s example.291 Because of the global, politicized
nature of Catholic orders and to curtail western influence in the GDR, state authorities
also encouraged the establishment of separate East German Church institutions, separated
from direct western influence. This was evidenced by the state’s tolerance of Erfurt’s
theological seminary, their permission for a group of Benedictine monks to reestablish a
historic monastery in Huysberg, the flourishing of Catholic retreat centers, and the
regime’s later opposition to the establishment of non-German orders, like Mother
Teresa’s Missionaries of Charities, within the GDR.
The SED regime’s approval of the 1972 construction of the Benedictine
monastery of Huysburg near Halberstadt was truly remarkable. The Church appealed to
the cultural sensibilities of the state, explaining that the location was a historic site that
had been a vibrant center of medieval monasticism.292 The Benedictine monastery would
serve as a retreat center for sisters, priests, and brothers as well as house an educational
institution for priests. The latter appealed to state officials, who preferred for Catholic
orders to remain within the GDR instead of traveling far afield for education or religious
training.293 The regime’s tacit acceptance of the Benedictine monks might also reflect the
change in policies and rhetoric toward the work of East German orders. Newspaper
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articles from the 1960s and 70s celebrated the historic preservation of cloisters as well as
the positive work of nuns in their communities.294 An article in Die Union praised
Carmelites in the GDR, directly linking them to the “anti-fascist martyr Edith Stein.”295
Twelve years after the founding of the Benedictine monastery on the Huy hill range,
Church authorities from Rome consecrated the Benedictine priory of St. Gertrud as an
abbey.296
The more benign rhetoric of official reports beginning in the mid-1960s testified
to the fact that East German orders had better adapted to socialist society or were simply
not perceived as threats to the state’s mission. Newspapers in the GDR reported openly
about Catholic orders in the Eastern Bloc. These articles were often positive, though they
also trivialized the nature of orders as curiosities or oddities in modern society. Neue Zeit,
the official newspaper of the CDU, praised nuns and sisters for their work in retirement
homes, and children’s homes.297 The 1966 article further romanticized the medieval
cloisters Marienthal and Marienstern as “echte Klösterleben” (authentic cloister life),
marking them as cultural treasures for the GDR. The article also mentioned the more
recently consecrated Franciscan and Benedictine cloisters as important centers in their
communities. Die Union in Dresden featured an article in 1975 that described the life and
service of East German orders and included statistics and locations of the nearly 3,000
sisters and their 282 institutions.298
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The public portrayal of religious institutes as historical artifacts was consistent
with cultural policy in the GDR—to highlight connections to a rich, German heritage,
even one that represented mentalities the party hoped would soon be obsolete. What was
more unusual was the treatment of members of Catholic orders, namely sisters and nuns,
as exotic elements of a Protestant and increasingly secular milieu. Through mouthpieces
like Neues Deutschland, the regime essentialized the nature of sisters living in the GDR.
A 1961 article “From Mass to Polling Site” featured a photograph of a sister in full habit
casting her ballot. The article intended to stress the unity of the East German populace:
“Together with all citizens, even the Christian populace declare themselves unanimously
for the candidates of the National Front.”299 By using the example of a nun, the article
successfully painted the Christians in socialist society as unfamiliar and foreign. Two
years later, another article appeared about the political participation of nuns. In a segment
entitled “The Republic on Election Day,” a short highlight declared that even the
cloistered Cistercian nuns in the monastery of St. Marienthal voted after morning mass.300
The special allowance of an “election in the cloister” suggested that the regime made
accommodations for even the most nonconforming East German communities.
Still, the SED’s strategies of dealing with religious orders vacillated between
lenience and control, evidenced by the regime’s ongoing surveillance of Jesuits. The
State Secretary of Church Affairs and the Stasi collected information on the Society’s
international operations until 1989.301 Communist officials also supported the actions of
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the Czechoslovakian state, which in 1982 arrested Jesuit and Franciscan priests for
purported mission activities and for possessing illegal religious symbols.302 In the same
decade, the state relaxed travel restrictions, allowed for more negotiation, and allowed
members of orders and clergy to study at universities. Sister Dominika of the Gray Sisters
studied theology at Erfurt and was invited to speak at Humboldt University in 1988,
where she debated Marxists in what secular scholars described as an intelligent and lively
discourse.303 The SED’s policies toward orders remained ambivalent in this way
throughout the duration of the GDR, creating an atmosphere that allowed Catholic orders
to remain influential within communities. Moreover, their institutions, cloisters, and
residences acted as alternative public spheres for the devout in East Germany and
beyond.

Conclusion
The resilience and adaptability of Catholic officials, members of orders, and
faithful laypeople coupled with the state’s vacillating policies ensured that orders were
firmly established within the tumultuous socialist postwar society. Despite the state’s
sometimes-repressive strategies, orders proved relevant in Church life and in the secular
community. Their institutions provided important services and served as outlets for
expression outside of the political realm. The continued significance of Catholic religious
life would not have been as surprising in a western country like the United States, where
nuns and priests featured in Hollywood films—from The Nun’s Story to Sister Act—as
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characters who overall represented common decency and goodwill. The appearance of
nuns in western popular culture revealed a curiosity and perhaps an admiration for
women who took religious vows that was not unlike what local communities in the GDR
expressed toward women like Sister Othmara and Sister Modesta, Sisters of St. Elizabeth,
who worked for the welfare of the entire population in Halle.
In contrast to the quaint, romanticized vision of good-willed priests and sisters,
postwar Eastern Bloc dictatorships actively discouraged religious life. Indeed, many state
authorities repressed orders through anti-religious campaigns and targeted Catholicism as
the religion of imperialism. Nevertheless, Catholic practice retrieved a sense of normality
and continuity to prewar rituals due in large part to the leadership of religious
congregations, who chose to stay in the East while many devout Catholics fled the GDR.
Members of religious orders used subversive tactics when necessary and learned to
maneuver around SED dictates, but their focus remained on continuing Church ministries
and preserving a Catholic way of life, which would have been impossible had the Church
revolted. As the Archbishop of Berlin Cardinal Bengsch said, “One should not pull the
lion’s tail, if one is sitting in the cage with him.”304
The tactic of negotiation and adaptation to the constraints of socialism proved to
be an effective strategy, for it allowed men and women of the cloth to focus on what was
truly important to their communities. The SED underestimated this type of commitment
to everyday practice and the extent to which religious orders were involved in rebuilding
the postwar Catholic community. At the heart of vocational life was the desire to serve
Christ through work, contemplation, and most important, through serving others. Charity,
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so central to the work of religious institutes, was also one of the largest points of
contention within socialism. Because Catholic charity contributed to the trade of goods,
people, and hard currency, it became one of the most direct channels between the Cold
War boundaries of East and West and the cornerstone of Catholic life within the GDR.
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CHAPTER 2
CHARITY IN SOCIALISM

Introduction
As a young man, V.I. Lenin is alleged to have stopped his sister from giving soup
to the poor, an action he claimed would only delay the revolution. Lenin certainly
exhibited an uncompromising resolve in his writings on charity. Charity, he argued, was a
form of social humiliation intimately tied to religion’s spiritual oppression—a “medieval
mildew” that would be cleansed by the revolution and the new political system.305 In his
1905 essay “Religion and Socialism” Lenin advocated not to abolish religion, though it
promised the oppressed false illusions of a heavenly reward, while the exploiters
practiced charity to assuage their conscience. Instead, socialist societies should tolerate
private religious practice. Successful propaganda including atheism, science, enlightened
thinking, and historical materialism would eventually clear society’s “religious fog” and
render the feudal practice of charity obsolete.306 Under no circumstance, however, should
a socialist government subsidize religion or its charity, a prescription that socialist
officials in practice did not always follow.
In East Germany, the SED further entangled itself with the work of religious
communities by helping maintain private hospitals and other charitable institutions and
by allowing the import of gifts from global philanthropic Catholic networks. Continued
economic hardship into the early 1960s created an increasing reliance on charities, such
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as soup kitchens run by religious institutes, which further entrenched Catholic orders in
East German communities. The state had more oversight over the charitable activities of
churches in the GDR than in democratic countries, but church collections and charitable
organizations still played a role in the development of a semi-public sphere within the
dictatorship. The SED regime’s ambivalent policies regarding religious-based charity
ensured a permanent space within socialist society for the work of religious orders, and
for women’s orders in particular, no matter how many educational campaigns the regime
launched. Often these campaigns were half-hearted attempts to curtail religious influence,
and officials sometimes characterized charity as revolutionary service to the people if it
benefited the needs of society. During the postwar period, most people suffering under
strict rations paid more attention to a loaf of bread or a bowl of soup than to the political
rhetoric of a new regime.
The SED’s continued reliance on religious orders for social services would allow
these congregations more influence in negotiations with the state. The Catholic charitable
organization Caritas quickly became the most important institution of East German
Catholicism. In this way, charity, or service, became a way to bridge the divide between
church and state and demonstrates most prominently two-way accommodation between
religious orders and SED officials. The centrality of charity to the Church’s organization
in the GDR secured a certain independence and societal virtue as a sort of “provision” or
“security” until the SED could implement more systematic welfare.307 Because religious
orders managed Caritas institutions so efficiently, Catholic charity became a mainstay
rather than a stopgap. Particularly sisters, who were more involved in healthcare and care

307

Sylvia Kroll, “Caritas in der SBZ/ DDR,” in Katholische Kirche in SBZ und DDR, Kösters und
Tischner, eds., 251-271 and Kösters and Tischner, 29.

119

for the elderly and mentally disabled, were able to maintain a certain degree of autonomy
in East Germany. The following examines the state’s approach to the social services
provided by East German religious institutes and the tangled negotiations between church
and state, especially regarding educational ministries. This chapter then takes a closer
look at the role of charitable work on the ground, especially in vital establishments like
St. Elisabeth’s Hospital in Halle, and its connection to international networks. Finally, it
investigates how the association with charity created a favorable image of East German
Catholic orders, and especially religious women, and often gave them the moral high
ground in negotiations with state authorities. In this way, charity secured Catholic
institutes autonomy and influence in an overwhelmingly secular milieu.

The Development of the SED’s Policies Toward Charitable Activities
If communist officials believed charity to be another means of economic
oppression, rooted in outdated Christian practice, why then did a socialist state tolerate
the existence of Christian charity? Indeed, in 1949 even the CDU renounced the
compatibility of Marxism and Christianity, and rejected the notion of “Socialist
Christianity” in the pages of the party newspaper, Neue Zeit.308 According to MarxismLeninism, individual compassion would simply treat the symptoms of capitalism and
thereby perpetuate a system that actively created poverty. Unsurprisingly, the notion of
“poverty” as it pertained to East German society was not something discussed openly in
the GDR, nor was poverty or homelessness a theme for research in the social sciences.309
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Terms for “charity” (e.g. “Wohltätigkeit,” “Almosen”) used to refer to private social
services in the GDR also rarely appeared in official reports or party correspondence.
More common in both state and church correspondence was the concept “Hilfswerke,” or
relief work. The SED regime treated the social aid of religious congregations not as
alleviating poverty, which would imply a flawed socialist system, but rather as
cooperation with the state when it behooved the party. When officials believed that
charitable programs challenged SED authority or were detrimental to socialist society,
private aid work became illegal action influenced by western imperialism. Especially as
concerned the social work of Catholic sisters, GDR officials typically emphasized
cooperation. As discussed in Chapter 1, the SED’s tolerance of the continued work of
orders was quite remarkable when contrasted to the severe repression of Catholic and
Orthodox orders in other parts of the Eastern Bloc.
In many communist countries, especially in the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia,
Romania, and Hungary, religious institutes were stripped of their capacity to teach, to
nurse, and to provide other important social services. In Hungary around 10,000 religious
women operated 630 institutions at the end of the Second World War.310 Most of these
were disbanded and the women often forcibly moved and forbidden to live in convents.
Ukrainian, Romanian, and Czech sisters likewise suffered under the rule of
communism.311 In the 1950s, authorities used fear and intimidation to destroy
organizations they deemed enemies of the state. Sisters were interrogated, imprisoned,
and sent to work camps and gulags. The Czechoslovak state forbade the School Sisters of
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Notre Dame from teaching, subjected them to numerous interrogations, re-education, and
sent them to work in factories. One School Sister wrote in 1953 of the despair at being
stripped of her vocation: “To think that all the years of preparation for the teaching of
little ones would be wasted in the factory instead of being utilized in the classroom! How
futile the work of manipulating mindless levers had seemed when one’s ideal was to
mold pliable young minds. Instead of a school building – a filthy factory!” Yet even in
times of despair, sisters adapted to the bleak circumstances of repressive Communism.
The same sister accepted the new circumstances for those in vocational life and reflected,
“She [a woman religious] must be faithful in little things and forgetful of self… as she
stands, weary yet uncomplaining, at the machine, she realizes that this, for the present, is
her teacher’s desk.”312 East German sisters certainly held similar strong convictions about
their calling to serve communities as their counterparts in Eastern Europe. However,
while the SED regime curtailed some of their liberties, the orders in East Germany did
not face deportation or imprisonment like members of congregations in more repressive
regimes, and most importantly they could still carry out their calling to serve.
The divergence of GDR policy from other Eastern Bloc states returns to the
question of why the SED would allow sisters, priests, and other clerics to retain full
autonomy over their institutes and continue to live as communities with the primary
objective of traditional ministry. More interesting still is the question of why a socialist
state would allow members of orders to interact closely with vulernable citizens and even
preserve a small amount of educational influence in Catholic kindergartens and children’s
homes. State officials went so far as to claim that the Church’s charitable activities could
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support the goals of creating true socialism in East Germany. The daily Weimar
newspaper Thüringer Tageblatt declared in 1965 that the Eichsfeld region was the model
of cooperation between Catholics and socialist citizens. The article painted an idyllic
picture of friendly coexistence in East Germany’s most Catholic region: “In the 150 small
cities and villages that make up the Eichsfeld, Catholics help Marxist citizens realize the
humanist goals of the GDR, truly exemplifying cooperation.”313 The author further
praised the Eichsfeld region as a “striking example of how religious life in our state can
evolve” and attributed the positive evolution to the work of sisters from thirteen various
congregations in the region. The charitable work of nuns, the article declared, was visible
in countless hospitals, fifteen retirement homes, and forty-nine kindergartens.314 It was
significant that East German authorities approved and authored printed and circulating
material extolling religious life. In the early years of the GDR, a time when the majority
of Eastern Bloc states were at their most repressive toward religious institutes, many
CDU and some SED members still identified as Catholic. Cooperation with churches that
already had efficient social programs in place seemed natural. Bishop Wienken and the
German Caritas Association helped to construct the state’s social welfare and elder care
program Volkssolidarität, or People’s Solidarity, which in part was modeled on Catholic
institutions.315
The party’s portrayal of social aid from religious institutes was consistent only
when politically expedient. In these cases, however, it was the state that adopted the
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language of religion. Socialist bureaucrats used the familiar medium of religious charity
to translate notions of revolutionary service to a people rooted in Christian tradition. For
projects like People’s Solidarity, it behooved officials to depict religious charity as
“Zusammenarbeit” or “Hilfswerke” in cooperation with building socialism. The party
line consistently held international charity to different standards. In Marxist-Leninist
fashion, SED propaganda characterized works of charity in Bonn or in Washington, D.C.
as bourgeois hand-outs, barely alleviating the abject poverty of the underprivileged,
though certainly the Politburo did not turn away gifts or hard currency that came from
western churches and orders. In 1949, the SED newspaper Neues Deutschland equated
financial aid, or “charity,” from the United States with glorified extortion.316 Money and
support from the West had already been trickling into the GDR through less obvious
channels like church institutions and religious congregations, but these were not as
overtly political or publicly visible as something like accepting direct aid from the
Marshall Plan. By allowing church resources from West Germany and Rome, the SED
could bolster the economy, while towing the political line with Moscow. The GDR
regime’s vacillating support of Christian organizations coupled with the country’s
practical needs ensured the survival of vibrant Protestant and Catholic centers of
outreach.
Roman Catholic-based charity thrived in East Germany because of three main
factors: the pragmatic economic benefits of additional social services and connections to
West Germany, the regime’s gendered treatment of religious orders, and the Church’s
emphasis on the significance of pastoral care, interpreted in the broadest sense as
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“helping others.” A pastoral letter from 1956 revealed the profound importance of charity
to Catholic life and decried material wealth in a way that echoed aspects of utopian
socialism. Citing the Gospel story of the poor widow who gave her last two coins as an
offering, the letter charged the faithful to eschew private wealth in favor of giving to
charity: for the construction of children’s homes, retirement homes, new churches for
refugee communities, or for the education of priests.317 For many lay Catholics and
members of orders working within the GDR, the ideals of Christian charity and socialist
egalitarianism did not always seem mutually exclusive, which helped religious
communities transition their work into socialism. Charity in practice challenged the
bifurcated notion of church and state by highlighting the complex relations between
different actors and political and ideological structures. Local functionaries, for instance,
shared concerns with Catholic orders regarding the poor in rural areas. Regional cadres
also sometimes disregarded policies from Berlin—policies that central authorities crafted
to establish ideological coherency and placate Soviet and Eastern Bloc allies.
International philanthropy was held to different ideological standards, since
donations were outward and not focused on domestic deficiencies. The Politburo viewed
charities like the Protestant “Bread for the World” (“Brot für die Welt”) and the Catholic
“Need in the World” (“Not in der Welt”) as opportunities to connect with the developing
world and actively promote a favorable image of East Germany abroad.318 Public
collections were always a point of contention with the SED, but were by and large
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tolerated, as religious associations were guaranteed under the GDR’s constitution.319
Religious-based charities and state officials continuously negotiated how charity and
international philanthropy should be advertised and how funds were to be collected and
distributed. State Secretary for Church AffairsWerner Eggerath, for instance, approved
East German goods to be sent to countries where there was “immediate need.” Not by
coincidence, these were countries where the GDR had political interest in supporting
certain groups or new governments.320
Though the East German faithful did not have the wealth of their West German
neighbors, they gladly contributed to such collections. Gregory Witkowski argues that
large-scale international charities like Bread for the World and Need in the World
established a favorable presence for churches in the GDR, and despite ever increasing
secularization, helped develop a body of people engaged in the work of confessional
institutions and activism outside of official channels.321 The ability to give donations
internationally, especially to the developing world in need substantiated the achievements
of the German socialist project. In the 1970s and 80s, the regime tracked the increasing
amount of international giving and reports from churches abroad. The Secretariat for
Church Affairs catalogued ever more articles from the Catholic News Agency and the
International Caritas Association urging Catholics to support refugees from Southeast
Asia and North Africa, regardless of political or religious creed.322 In these cases, the
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Secretariat for Church Affairs sought to use already existing channels to establish a
positive East German presence in the developing world.
Thus, international philanthropy, while closely monitored, seemed less
concerning to the regime than domestic charity. Instead, the SED worried that charities
within the GDR, especially those focused on helping East German citizens, could
challenge the regime’s authority. Socialist leaders wanted to be the benefactors not the
beneficiaries. The existence of private-run institutions like hospitals and soup kitchens
implied that the socialist regime was ineffective at providing for its own citizens.
Realizing this problem even before the establishment of the GDR, the Soviet Military
Administration established People’s Solidarity to centralize charitable relief. People’s
Solidarity, however, simply did not have the resources and mobilization to completely
take the place of private social services. Early efforts to curtail religious charity were
never truly successful and dwindled once occupation ended. After 1949, GDR officials
instead embraced religious charity as relieving the economic burden.323
That support coupled with constitutional guarantees ensured that Catholic orders
maintained autonomy over hospitals, soup kitchens, and other outreach efforts. It was
these centers of charity that became cornerstones in some communities, due largely to the
initiatives of sisters and some brothers and priests who were supported by international
Catholic relief foundations, namely the German Caritas Association, which was the
largest private charitable organization in Germany. The German Caritas Association was
unique in the Eastern Bloc, as most communist regimes banned institutionalized

323

Brennan, The Politics of Religion, 136-137.

127

charitable work outside of the state.324 Unlike Protestant relief efforts, Caritas organized
Catholic donations without intermediaries, or on a “church to church” basis. Catholic
leaders in the GDR established connections with factory directors and trade officials and
ensured that their collections remained intact by paying cash for deliveries and
services.325
Another reason for the success of Catholic charity in a country where Catholics
were very much a minority was the survival and relative independence of intact religious
congregations. Caritas funded and advocated on behalf of Catholic hospitals and shelters
while leaving religious congregations to carry out the tasks of social services on the
ground. The strong organizational structure afforded men and women in orders the time
to focus more on fulfilling daily ministries to Catholics as well as to the larger
community. The work of monastic and religious orders throughout the twentieth century
created a good rapport between religious congregations and local communities and
engendered positive sentiments toward the minority Catholic population.326
In the GDR, men, and especially women, in religious vocations continued to play
a central role in the operation of Catholic institutions and thus became integral actors in
East German communities. These social dynamics were also deeply dependent on
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contemporary understanding of gender. Female congregations in particular retained a
certain freedom to act in East Germany specifically because of assumptions regarding the
apolitical and passive nature of their gender. The involvement of religious institutes in an
organization that transcended national boundaries provided them with important
resources, but at the same time, created some institutional constraints and brought them
under closer state scrutiny. The economic channels of charity also connected Catholics
directly to an international community of devout and to hard currency on which the
regime came to rely.

Reluctant Reliance: Charity and State Actors
In the early postwar period, Caritas and the Protestant church’s charitable
agencies “Diakonie” and “Innere Mission” focused on helping impoverished Germans by
providing housing and clothes, ministering to prisoners of war and refugees, and by
offering social services through orphanages, retirement homes, hospitals, and schools.327
Secularization did not cause religious-based ministries to close their doors, evidenced by
the fact that even as late as 1987 the Catholic Church operated eleven seminarian retreat
houses, 330 convents, thirty-four hospitals, eleven nursing homes, 107 retirement homes,
forty-four orphanages, one theological faculty in Erfurt, and a number of other services
like the Gray Sister’s soup kitchen in Halle, something not mentioned in official
reports.328 The much larger Protestant Church in East Germany likewise controlled
hospitals, kindergartens, homes for the physically disabled, and other services, but their
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numbers surprisingly did not dwarf the number of Catholic ministries.329 A 1979 article
in the West Berlin newspaper Tagesspiegel highlighted that while contemplative orders
existed in monasteries and cloisters (namely the Cistercians, and the Benedictine monks
and nuns), the majority of people in religious vocations in the GDR were involved
directly in charitable work, from kindergarten teachers to highly-skilled nurses in
hospitals.330 It seemed that sisters especially took to heart the Second Vatican Council’s
call to evangelization and grassroots involvement.
The strength of Catholic social services even before Vatican II can be attributed to
the tenacity of religious orders in everyday outreach. Indeed, many of the female
congregations in the GDR traced their origins to the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries,
with the express purpose of providing services for Catholics living in eastern parts of
Germany. During the nineteenth- and early twentieth centuries, the Catholic Church
globally sought to create more insular communities in response to what they saw as the
threat of growing secularization. Catholic sisters were expected to support confessional
institutions and services that ranged from cradle to grave—birthing centers, hospitals,
orphanages, schools, retirement homes, and cemeteries.331 Because congregations like the
Gray Sisters and the Daughters of Charity committed themselves to the needs of all
persons, but especially to the poor and marginalized, their outreach extended to the
secular community. Hospitals and other health services thus remained well respected in
the latter half of the twentieth century. In eastern parts of Germany many of these
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institutions were established in times of adversity—during the Kulturkampf of the 1870s,
the interwar years, or immediately following the Second World War. It is unsurprising
then that congregations working with Caritas in the GDR were able to adapt their
charitable activities to life within socialism.
The expediency and efficiency with which charitable institutions recovered from
the Second World War was also a testament to the loyalty and resolve of men and women
in vocational life. In 1945 the Bishop of Meißen, Petrus Legge, circulated a pastoral letter
that calculated the human and material losses due to the war. Bishop Legge’s letter made
clear that already in 1945, the Church was prepared to marshal help from international
donations and Caritas to ensure the continued work of Catholic relief services. Sisters and
priests were at the center of the effort in the diocese of Dresden-Meißen. They staffed and
rebuilt hospitals, children’s homes, and shelters for displaced persons in Dresden.332 With
so many operational religious-run social services, it seemed logical that the Soviet
Military Administration and later the SED would allow confessional charities to share the
burden of recovery with some stipulations. Socialist officials were much more likely to
approve of the work of sisters and nuns than male orders, who they suspected were
working with western forces to undermine socialism. For instance, in the late 1950s and
early 1960s, the Ministry of Health sometimes hired religious sisters to work in state-run
hospitals and subsidized the income they received from Caritas.333 During the same
period, the Secretariat for Church Affairs had a series of correspondences with the
Ministry of Health regarding the dangerous influence of clergy and order priests entering
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hospitals as chaplains. State Secretary Eggerath suggested limiting visitation to specific
times and holidays, which certainly would have hindered the Catholic sacrament
Anointing of the Sick.334 The State Secretariat for Higher and Technical Education
(Staatsekretär für Hoch- und Fachschulwesen) wrote to the Secretariat for Church
Affairs concerned about the presence of clergy from both confessions in hospitals and
medical schools. Officials outlined procedures for pastoral care of the sick in public
spaces: “Clergy of both confessions as well as approved religious congregations are
authorized to visit patients during regular visiting hours,” though regular visits required
“church authorities to notify medical departments by name of church representatives.”
The letter further recommended that priests be allowed only by special request and
prohibited from distributing religious literature unless it met official censure.335
These types of restrictions on the ministries of priests also appeared in church
petitions and letters. Bishop Weskamm of Berlin wrote a memorandum to Preisdent
Grotewohl in 1953 to address grievances on behalf of the Church in East Germany.
Among his complaints was the state’s changing limitations on pastoral care and
charitable activities, which he termed a “barricade against clerics.”336 To some degree,
official inconsistency could be attributed to confusion during the early 1950s between
regional and central authorities. Likewise troublesome to bureaucrats was the disconnect
between policies that had been enacted by the Soviet Military Administration and new
approaches toward church relations under the GDR regime. When Caritas requested to
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build a new children’s home near Halberstadt in 1951, the bureaucratic response was
mixed. An official in Magdeburg had approved the application for new construction of
the Catholic children’s home. Upon its receipt in Berlin for approval, however, the
petition received additional scrutiny. After all, the construction of new confessional
institutions for education had been illegal under the Soviet Military Administration.
Before Caritas could begin the project, the plan would have to meet the approval of the
Ministry of Education as well as regional authorities.337 The Church was finally able to
begin construction and in 1953, the German Bishop’s Conference requested state
approval to build a seminar for pastoral care in the same area.338
During this time, the Department for Ritual Affairs in the Ministry of the Interior
also requested a list of all of the charitable activities of religious congregations in Berlin
and wider Germany. Prelate Zinke, then director of the German Caritas Association,
compiled a list of the hospitals, nursing schools, ambulatory stations, children’s homes,
kindergartens, orphanages, youth homes, schools, hospice care, and retirement homes
operated by Caritas and staffed primarily by sisters. His report to state authorities also
sought to ensure that men and women working with Caritas would have official
permission to traverse the East-West border. In closing, Zinke defended the growth of
these institutions and attempted to explain the importance of flexible travel for members
of orders: “furthermore, many members of orders and congregations are active in
charitable institutions, whose superiors reside in West Germany. For purposes of training,
relocation, and for legal reasons, it is essential that sisters be allowed interzonal travel.
Religious communities established in the GDR should refer to the Commissariat of the
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Fulda Bishop’s Conference.”339 Zinke added that allowances should also be permitted
for female organizations involved strictly in social services, women who typically did not
take permanent vows, like the Caritas Sisters from Freiburg im Breisgau.340 Like many
church letters from the 1950s, Zinke’s statement mentioned only sisters active in charity.
The focus on women was likely due to the fact that far more order sisters staffed
the church’s charitable institutions than priests or brothers. Evidence also suggests that
the notion of sisters working closely with East Germans was more palatable to state
officials than religious male figures. Consciously or not, the church and the state both
sometimes employed rhetoric that essentialized nuns as demure, nurturing, and nonthreatening. In 1954 the weekly Catholic journal Tag des Herrn featured an interview
with a School Sister in Neuzelle that described the sisters’ care of young children and
girls. The article highlighted a two-week seminar for children under the care of the
sisters. Part of the children’s education was a daily object lesson in the church. According
to the sister, the children would later examine their mothers at home. The sister recounted
a conversation one of the mothers relayed to her: “Mommy, do you know what the altar
for the Mother of God is called? See! You don’t know; that’s Our Lady of Neuzelle!”341
The article emphasized the charming interactions between the sisters and young girls and
their mothers, underlining the maternal qualities of sisters, rather than their competency
as mentors, teachers, or authority figures.
The regime openly promoted the same image of sisters as nurturing and gentle,
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but also described women religious in ways that more closely aligned with the archetype
of the socialist woman. Articles about sisters’ altruism often appeared in the pages of the
CDU’s newspapers. The Schwerin-based Northeast regional CDU newspaper Der
Demokrat celebrated Catholic sisters’ contributions to East German society in the 1950s.
The newspaper touted the “outstanding care” of more than 3,000 sisters in the GDR
involved in elder care, hospitals, and for those suffering. According to the article, “in
state-approved Catholic hospitals, directors and colleagues commended order sisters for
their selfless work in service of health- and social care.” Der Demokrat article pointed
out that even cloistered orders contributed to the good of society through charitable
means. The most historically significant monastery, St. Marienthal, for instance, had
served surrounding communities in Oberlausitz near Dresden since 1234, while the
Franciscans in Bautzen earned their livelihood with embroidery and sewing. The
Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf perhaps could be more closely likened to the new
socialist ideal of a female laborer who could work and plow fields, as the nuns “sustained
themselves tending their lands and their herds.” Still, the article concluded with the
importance of congregations like the Nazarene sisters in Dresden, whose skills in
midwifery and childcare were to be commended.342 Rarely did the SED or the CDU’s
news outlets publish articles about the charitable influence of male orders. The omission
of brothers and priests can be attributed to three reasons: the deliberate exclusion of male
clergy from the semi-public sphere, including the prohibition on pastoral care in certain
contexts, the fear of male religious authority, and simply the fact that sisters constituted a
much larger portion of religious life.
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The continued presence of these women as active social workers in the GDR
required an affirmative explanation of their charity. Official attempts to make private
charity correspond with the ideas of a socialist society often resulted in essentializing the
character of sisters. Despite rhetoric that celebrated gender equality and aspirations that
socialism would transform gender roles, officials maintained markedly traditional views
on the role of women in society and held fast to moral asceticism.343 The SED’s
contradictory approach to women revealed itself in policy as well. In September 1950,
the regime enacted the Law for the Protection of Mother and Child and the Rights of
Women. The law was both a pro-natal policy to increase the birthrate in East Germany
and a mass mobilization of women in the workforce. The success of the directive would
require thousands of nurseries and childcare facilities that were simply not extant in 1950
when the law was proposed.344 It was therefore expedient for the state to rely on already
operational kindergartens and childcare services, many of which were privately run by
religious congregations. Catholic institutes also firmly established social work with the
handicapped and elderly during the 1950s. Confessional hospitals and retirement homes
gained a reputation for being higher quality than state-run facilities.345 According to the
Gray Sisters who worked in St. Barbara and St. Elisabeth’s hospitals in Halle, the wives
of Soviet diplomats and other officials specifically requested to be treated in their
hospitals. By the end of the 1950s, confessional establishments enjoyed prestige in many
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local communities. The state’s attempts to hinder religious activities in the 1950s did not
seem to apply to functional and pragmatic institutions. As a result, Catholic sisters were
able to maintain some autonomy in their work as nurses, caretakers, and teachers.
Not only did the GDR state permit female orders to carry out various social
services like child or eldercare, it also sometimes praised them. Reports from regional
cadres stated that such religious involvement in society was positive, particularly peace
activism, soup kitchens, and work in hospitals. A 1955 overview of the activities of
orders near Erfurt recognized the Gray Sisters for taking charge of regional
kindergartens, nursing homes, and leading four hospitals, despite the uncomfortable fact
that the congregation of nearly two hundred sisters owned large amounts of property in
the region.346 In large part, this early tolerance could be attributed to the practical needs
of a society rebuilding from the devastation of war. The state needed hospitals and
orphanages, irrespective of the fact that many, like St. Joseph’s Hospital in Dresden or St.
Barbara’s in Halle, were run by Catholic sisters.
Through ambivalent policy-making, benign neglect, and tacit approval of
confessional charity, state officials, in effect, supported the work of female orders,
institutions that ran counter to aspirations of secularization. The SED’s reliance on social
services and the influx of western goods and currency usually outweighed the most
ardent opposition to the continued existence of private, charitable institutes. The regime
welcomed the hard currency donations that religious communities received from the
West and relied on the work of Caritas as a relief and social service network.347 SED
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reports from the early 1950s acknowledged the presence of Caritas in every region of the
GDR.348 More surprising still, authorities willingly approved the construction of new
social welfare institutions.
While not ideal for a socialist regime, social services funded by the German
Caritas Association and staffed by members of religious congregations relieved some of
the economic burden for the young state. In 1952, Albert Enke, chair of the FDGB in
Saxony-Anhalt, approved numerous Caritas-proposed construction projects. He even
reported with regret that Caritas in Berlin was no longer interested in building a
retirement home on Stalinring in Naumburg, a project that would have helped the city
and the surrounding areas by bringing jobs, currency, and social aid.349 SED officials
noted that in the region of Erfurt twenty Catholic orders of men and women maintained
establishments for social services, ranging from orphanages, schools, and kindergarten to
ambulatory care and hospitals. For small towns like Dingelstädt in Eichsfeld or Bad Sulza
near Jena, Catholic institutes provided essential care for villagers not able to travel. Most
Catholic orders in the area were able to resume social services in the late 1940s with the
help of their motherhouses, the majority of which were in the West. The Franciscan
brothers in Dingelstädt received aid for pastoral care from their motherhouse in Fulda,
while the Sisters of St. Vincent maintained four hospitals, four retirement homes, three
kindergartens, and an orphanage with the help of their sisters across the border in
Paderborn.350
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The regime likewise contributed to confessional social services, though these
institutes were directly supported by Caritas and western congregations. A series of
conversations between Berlin’s Caritas Association and officials in the Ministry of
Health and the State Secretary for Vocational Training revealed the constant negotiation
between church and state to ensure that Catholic orders could continue operating
institutes like hospitals and retirement homes. “In appreciation and acknowledgement of
their service,” the state would provide a base salary for sisters in ambulatory care or those
who worked with sick infants and children.351 Another issue was that some religious
communities like the sisters who operated St. Mary’s hospital in Brandenburg, were
without motherhouses and needed more financial assistance than donations that came
through Caritas. The Ministry of Health agreed to subsidize the hospital as long as it met
certain guidelines of the FDGB trade union.352
This kind of official support enabled religious orders in charity to establish a
strong presence in Catholic and secular communities. It also set the precedent for
continued state cooperation with Church institutions. Reflecting this reciprocal
relationship, a 1954 report from the Ministry of Culture commended the work of female
orders in social services.353 The report claimed that the retirement homes, kindergartens,
and hospitals run by the Gray Sisters contributed to East German society in a positive
way. The author used quasi-religious language: “In this case, Christian charity has
yielded considerable, earthly fruits.”354 Such outward praise from top officials was
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somewhat rare. More often, the SED-state availed itself of the church’s services and
silently sought to gain more control over charitable establishments.355
Yet it was GDR regime’s dependency on the charitable activities of Catholic
orders that gave these communities leverage to negotiate some autonomy from the
regime. The continued existence of charities and the SED’s support of private charities,
even after the GDR had recovered economically in the late 1960s, demonstrated a mutual
dependence between state actors and private charities. The relative success of
confessional social services provided religious actors with more influence over the
mobilization of the Catholic community. Religious orders even succeeded in contests
over private education and youth ministries.

Charity, Education, and Mobilizing Youth
In the 1950s, officials were more reluctant to directly support religious
institutions, legally or with compensation. Yet here too there was a certain level of
ambivalence within the state’s policies. The perennial battle surrounding education,
typically the most secularized area of society in communist regimes, highlighted the everadapting relationship between the state and religious charities. The SED campaigned for
full control over education and day cares from the founding of the GDR state. Youth
were the key to establishing successful socialism and ensuring that reactionary elements,
like religion, would fade into obscurity. The SED, therefore, targeted religious education
and instituted social campaigns to combat the churches’ influence. Science, film, the
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Cultural League, and the FDJ were all meant to counter the ill effects of religion.356 The
youth consecration ceremony, the Jugendweihe, was the SED’s secular answer to
confirmation and was particularly alarming to church officials, priests, and members of
religious congregations involved in the education of young people. Though not officially
instituted until 1958, the first GDR state-sponsored Jugendweihe ceremonies took place
in 1955 in East Berlin. In a 1956 circular, Berlin-based Jesuit Father Kroll responded to
the concerns of the spread of atheism among youth. He cautioned, “the foundational
worldview of GDR schools is dialectical materialism.”357 Kroll urged that pastoral
ministries for youth and children take precedence to counter the secular influences of
communism. The Caritas Association must have taken such comments to heart, because
Caritas organized and financially supported some the most successful educational
campaigns for Catholics in the GDR: the Religious Children’s Weeks (Religiösen
Kinderwochen).358
Despite the fact that education was of utmost importance to state officials, as it
was through the classroom that they would create a socialist personality, the politicization
of even the GDR’s educational system was limited. Religious instruction, then, posed the
largest threat to the SED’s goals. Religious education for children and young people was
sometimes less overt and difficult to assess. Teaching from the Church could be
informal—in venues like confessional hospitals, where the first eastern regional meetings
of Catholic bishops and Caritas took place. Officials found the casual exposure of
citizens, and especially children, to religious rituals likewise troubling but had trouble
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putting a stop to masses, last rites, and liturgical celebrations within the walls of
institutions run by orders. The Secretary for Church Affairs cautioned in 1959 that
Catholic orders used social services, youth education, church presses, literature, and
processions to influence the lives of East Germans within and outside of the Church.359
Such accusations were not unfounded. The Ursuline sisters in Berlin operated a
children’s home until 1987 and made it their mission to provide religious education. The
twenty sisters who lived in the convent on Karl-Marx-Straße ensured that the children in
their care were thoroughly catechized in Catholic doctrine.360 A canonical visit to St.
Joseph’s home in town of Berkenbrück on the Spree River, indicated that religious
institutes could sometimes carefully circumvent official regulations. The property for St.
Joseph’s home was in fact owned by a West German, though the German Caritas
Association at Berlin-Weißensee oversaw administration and held the deed for the
establishment itself. The unique circumstances gave the seventeen School Sisters of
Notre Dame who lived and operated St. Joseph’s home some flexibility. The institution
opened in 1952 and was officially registered as a rest home for older sisters, but the Vicar
General noted in his report that the School Sisters offered religious instruction for local
children of various ages.361
Christian education, formal and informal, was at the center of the Church’s
priorities. Church officials feared the path the SED had taken between 1949 and Stalin’s
death in 1953, which ushered in milder tactics. In response to encroaching state authority,
the Catholic Church in East Germany tried to maintain autonomy over education while
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negotiating political neutrality. In April 1953 Bishop Wienken of Meißen circulated
instructions for how clergy and parishes should organize and educate youth. He stated,
“the goal of church-based youth work is the formation of Christian personalities.” The
church’s youth work, Wienken urged, should be carried out in each diocese and parish
through children and youth pastoral care, including religious instruction, children’s
worship services, ceremonies, weeklong and day retreats, youth pilgrimages and retreats,
youth days, and cultural opportunities.362 While Wienken’s letter called on all clergy,
religious congregations, lay people, and parents to support these ministries, many of these
events relied on the organizing and participation of members of religious
congregations—whether in roles as educators or offering up spaces for youth ministries.
Without the organized efforts of religious sisters, the Catholic mission in East Germany
would not have maintained the same cohesion. The Church’s connection to Rome and
western funding through Caritas would only go so far without trained teachers and
healthcare professionals to staff outreach ministries and social welfare.
Men and women in vocational life nurtured the strong identity of the Catholic
subculture, the existence of which depended on the continued religiosity of second and
third generation East German Catholics. Support networks ensured that Catholic social
welfare remained dynamic from integrating refugee families in the 1940s to organizing
young Catholics in the 1980s. The educational emphasis of the Church—and religious
congregations by extension—guaranteed that even when religion was barred from formal
secondary education, it still existed as a grassroots mission. Still, the secularization of
schools, especially in highly religious communities like the Erzgebirge and the Eichsfeld
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region, remained incomplete. Despite the radical restructuring of schools modeled after
the Soviet system, the implementation of the Jugendweihe, and the restrictions on
admission for Christian pupils to university-path secondary schools, there remained
religious influence in many schools in the GDR.363 State policy that targeted confessional
religious programs often overlooked Catholic sisters. Consequently, women religious
remained an influential presence in the early education of Catholic children.
The state’s continued gendered treatment of these religious organizations also
unwittingly gave female congregations room to negotiate their activities in welfare
services and schools. Female orders were rarely subjected to the scrutiny of their male
counterparts, which is precisely how kindergartens and children’s homes like St.
Martinsheim in Berlin kept their doors open, while the Franciscan brothers in Pankow
could not open their soup kitchen until after 1990.364 Officials often characterized the
day-to-day practices—from sermons to the sacrament of confession—of male
communities like the Franciscan convent in Pankow as overtly political and aggressive.
The state security force’s increased surveillance of Jesuits and Franciscans indicated a
more aggressive policy toward men.365 The exclusion of sisters from the politicized
reports on male institutions kept with the official narrative that nuns were demure and in
some ways mirrored the Church’s own view of religious women as emulating female
saints and the Virgin Mary—to be charitable, pure, and faithful.
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It was this image of feminine morality that allowed the Theresienschule, a
secondary school for girls in Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg, to survive the duration of the
GDR. The school had been closed under the National Socialists but reopened in 1945
when the Sisters of Notre Dame (Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau) took over under the
leadership of Sister Marie Julie, who registered the school with the magistrate of Berlin.
The school underwent various state inspections beginning in the 1950s and had restricted
admission. The Theresien School managed to keep their identity as a private, Catholic
educational institution when the majority of parochial schools in the Eastern Bloc closed
their doors. An official inspection of the school in 1957 revealed the regime’s
ambivalent, gendered policies. The report noted with detail the economic status of each
of the 148 pupils—daughters of doctors, pastors, lawyers, the intelligentsia, but also an
alarming number from working-class parents, none of whom were members of the FDJ.
Another point of contention was that the sisters who operated the school were all
educated in either western parts of Germany or in Rome. However, at least two of the lay
teachers were members of the CDU, and the sisters had registered the school with proper
authorities. The report also noted that “the kindly sisters who ran Theresien School did so
in an orderly, disciplined manner.” Equally important in the 1950s was that the school
was entirely self-funded by the Catholic Church, tuition fees, private donations, and
money from their motherhouse in Rome and thus received no financial subsidies from the
state or the city of Berlin.366
The Theresien School’s economic independence does not fully explain why a
state so concerned with inculcating youth with a Marxist-Leninist worldview would
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allow a confessional institution to remain operational, restrictions on admission
notwithstanding. Church officials in Dresden-Meißen noted in the same year of the
school’s inspection how difficult it was to instill Catholic values in young people,
especially boys, since the state sought to forbid religious education in boarding schools
and apprenticeships.367 The Society of Jesus, an order renowned for their scholarly
endeavors, was not allowed to run schools or establish institutions of higher education
within the GDR. Jesuits nevertheless found ways to continue teaching ministries. In
Dresden, they established a retreat house, and a few priests were active in student
ministries in Jena and Rostock on the Baltic Sea. Jesuits in Leipzig also traveled to
minister to the surrounding communities. The East German province’s records estimated
in 1968 that each priest delivered around 170 sermons per year.368
Jesuit priests continually lamented the state’s interference with religious
education. In 1956, GDR-based Father Kroll complained in a letter to the provincial
house in Berlin-Dahlem that authorities hindered formal and informal Church teaching.
School textbooks, he claimed, depicted the pope in league with imperialists, while local
authorities planned youth excursions on Sundays during mass or religious instruction.
Father Kroll cited an instance of the “influence of the atheist schools” on children and
their lack of discipline. A chaplain traveled twenty kilometers to teach a group of schoolaged children, and upon arrival none were there. They had instead gone to the movies, to
gather potatoes, and to collect scraps.369 Father Kroll believed that the socialist authorities
had deliberately organized the activities to obstruct the priest’s efforts. For a religious
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congregation focused on learning and ministry, the loss of educational influence was
indeed a crisis. The report concluded, “we’re not only on the defense, but already in a
state of agony.”370 Whether the pastoral situation was quite as bleak as Father Kroll
intimated in his letter, the GDR regime restricted the influence of religious congregations
on young people and certain ministries like pastoral care within prisons and correctional
facilities, especially those that held political prisoners.371 The SED regime believed the
Jesuits to be too much of a threat to secular authority, despite the order’s own
proclamations of political neutrality.372
Seemingly in violation of their own policies, the state that banned Jesuit-based
education permitted a parochial girls’ school and numerous religious-based
Mädchenseminare (girls’ seminars) to continue from the 1950s on. The Gray Sisters
commented frequently in their records on the rich educational opportunities when they
hosted girls for classes or seminars. The sister also hosted weekend retreats and summer
camps meant to edify girls or teach a particular skill.373 These didactic retreats were
especially significant in the late 1950s, as the SED simultaneously campaigned
aggressively to increase the number of youth participating in FDJ activities and the
secular Jugendweihe ceremony. From 1957-1961, the SED and Catholic authorities
fought over education and opposing ideologies. The Church tried to counter the party’s
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insistence on materialist education by encouraging young people to attend Catholic
summer retreats, seminars, and camps.374 Members of religious institutes played a large
role in the mobilization and leadership of such religious education. The State Secretary
for Church Affairs kept close watch on the educational activities of priests and brothers.
Yet, very little was mentioned in the office’s internal documents about any negative
effects from the education of female congregations.
The fact that reports from the Secretary for Church Affairs glossed over
kindergartens, children’s homes, or seminars for girls, while attacking other confessional
institutions of learning could also be explained by uneven state policies emanating from
the Central Committee. The SED’s educational policies focused on the majority
Protestant Church and never developed a clear strategy to address majority Catholic
communities, like the Eichsfeld region.375 Furthermore, until 1947 authorities in the
Soviet Occupation Zone allowed the Catholic Church to train teachers. When the
approval was rescinded, the Church had already trained more than 140 teachers,
including members of religious congregations, who were placed in schools. The state’s
measures toward Catholic schools were much less drastic than policies directed against
Protestant schools. This ambivalence gave Catholics more space to develop educational
programs, especially on the kindergarten and elementary levels.
Only in Catholic enclaves in the Eichsfeld did regional cadres tolerate the
influence of sisters and priests in the classroom. This was largely due to the fact that the
SED’s policies toward Catholic communities was equipped to handle a diaspora
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community, rather than a Catholic majority.376 In other rural areas, too, the lack of trained
teachers caused the regime to depend on religious orders to fill teaching positions. The
Schönstätt Sisters of Mary, for example, continued accreditation and teaching in religious
education and cathechism of children and adults. In 1949, Joseph Freusberg, then vicar
general of the eastern Fulda diocese, praised the Sisters of Mary for their teaching
methodology and care of children and encouraged their work to continue in eastern
regions.377 The sisters offered other important services for the Eichsfeld region, namely
an apostolate ministry in the town of Sundhausen for war orphans and refugee children.
With very little support from the state at this time, the sisters took over a children’s home
and were able to provide “parentless children” basic necessities and tutoring. In a 1948
decretum laudis, Freusberg officially recognized the Sisters of Mary and more firmly
established the congregation’s presence in the Eichsfeld region. Though the archbishop of
Trier had already given the Sisters of Mary the international pontifical rights of a secular
institute in May, Freusberg’s recognition afforded the congregation local legitimacy.378
The sisters themselves published a booklet in 1960 documenting their ministries in
eastern Germany. The small publication featured photographs that emphasized the
importance of teaching: pictures of smiling novices with children in a garden and a sister
instructing children with behavioral problems, one of their other ministries.379 The
Ministry of the Interior noted in 1955 that the Sisters of Mary operated a “children’s-
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school home,” a kindergarten, and were active in ambulatory care and other important
services in the Erfurt region.380
The state’s continued dependence on the charitable activities of sisters often
extended to tolerance of other aspects of the Catholic women’s ministries. The SED
allowed work with young people and allowed the continuation of seminars and summer
retreats, which were often hosted by female congregations. The diocese, Caritas, or the
Commissariat of German bishops (Commisariat der Fuldaer Bischofskonferenz) was
required to register each event with the Ministry of the Interior and later the Secretariat
for Church Affairs as well as local police. Church officials and priests complained that
these measures curtailed freedom and certainly state restrictions did ensure that there
were very few spontaneous church activities. Still, German bishops encouraged
ordinaries to apply through the proper channels to make certain continued occasion for
ministries, like the Church’s annual religious children’s weeks, held in the summer all
over the GDR.381 Large-scale seminars and retreats for children involved advanced
organizing on behalf of church officials, priests, and members of religious institutes. In
villages and towns in the Eichsfeld region, children and youth retreats were often vibrant,
social highlights. The sisters and brothers organizing these annual events must have left
an imprint on Catholic children and youth as they spent childhood summers attending
pilgrimages and retreats at a Cistercian monastery while their secular classmates camped
with the FDJ.
Orders themselves often organized courses and training focused on practical
learning in the spirit of charity and thus extended beyond the classroom and organized
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retreats. In 1957, the Gray Sisters on Mauerstraße in Halle had the chance to lead a series
of courses for girls in the evenings taught by Sister Alberta. Here, the girls learned about
emergency care, so that they could tend to ill and injured family members.382 Though
certainly not aimed specifically at recruitment, these courses provided opportunity for
girls to question the sisters about their faith and their chosen vocation. Nonetheless, these
informal courses must have left an impression on the participants, because in the next
year some of the girls returned for a retreat for young women interested in consecrated
life. In the following two years, twenty-one candidates were clothed in habits and sixteen
women professed their first vows.383
Even as the number of candidates and novices drastically declined in the 1960s,
the Gray Sisters held annual retreats for girls and pursued educational opportunities
inside and outside of the Church. In 1968, four sisters hosted a retreat about the life of
orders for young women and girls in Nordhausen, a city in the southern Harz region.
According to the participants, it was a “lovely atmosphere” and well attended. The
following year, two sisters in Halle were invited to two separate forums, entitled
“Women talk about their lives.” From the sisters’ records, it is unclear whether the event
was hosted by a local group, the Church, or city officials, but both seminars were
attended by about sixty inquisitive girls ages fifteen to seventeen. A church community in
the town of Lutter in the Eichsfeld region extended another invitation to five sisters in
1969 for an informational day, “in which girls were most interested in what life was like
in a religious order.”384 Occasions for teaching and evangelizing were rarely afforded to
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women in religious vocations in other Eastern Bloc countries. The East German Church’s
continued unity with West Germany created a more fluid culture of exchange and more
continuity for religious institutes in the GDR. One way to counter West German reports
of religious repression in the East was for SED-officials to allow the continuance of the
charitable work of confessional institutes.
Here too the SED’s gendered treatment of religious congregations offered another
explanation for why authorities allowed or ignored religious education for girls, while
repressing any attempt of male orders to educate or evangelize young people. To this end,
the Central Committee’s Secretary for Security Affairs, Walter Borning, compiled a
report for the Secretary for Church Affairs and the Politburo on the activities of Catholic
orders in the GDR. Borning’s report focused solely on well-established male orders and
their negative influence on young people. The investigation revealed first and foremost
the “criminal actions of the Jesuits,” who worked in every area of the GDR to
“undermine freedom.” The zealous order accomplished their mission with help from
western Jesuits, personal automobiles and mopeds (“the majority from western
factories”), and by wearing “civilian clothes.” Borning explained that because the Jesuits
were a transparochial organization—meaning that their members could be drawn from
more than one parish, diocese, or area—the order considered itself under the authority of
Rome. Accordingly, Borning claimed West German Jesuits could manipulate the
education of young people and families in the GDR.385
Borning further emphasized the dangerous influences Jesuits had over youth in
Catholic regions with specific examples. Father Palmer in Dresden was well known for
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his work in youth missions, while Fathers Trost, Jordan, and Andritzki organized an
educational seminar for resettled German Catholics in 1958. Particularly alarming were
sermons like Father Andritzki’s, which urged parents to guard their children from
educational influences outside of the Church and the home. Most Central Committee
intelligence stressed the ills of Jesuit ministries, but Borning added the negative
influences of Dominicans, Redemptorists, and Franciscans. The Dominican priest Father
Gordian, for instance, lectured youth groups in Leipzig and Schwerin, allegedly declaring
atheist materialism to be the real cause of war in the world. Meanwhile, the
Redemptorists sponsored a “mission week” near Halle for Catholics and expellees of the
region. A Redemptorist from Heiligenstadt, Rudolf Rubik, romanticized a pious baron
and railed against socialist wedding ceremonies as unlawful in the eyes of God. Of the
Franciscan friars, Borning noted only that officials should pay attention to their religious
seminars and influence on children. Conspicuously absent from Borning’s investigation
was the presence of female congregations, whose members were much more involved in
educational activities than any of the male orders.
Because male religious orders posed a perceived threat to state authority, the
regime worked to ebb away priestly influence on young people, in parochial schools, in
hospitals and retreats. The Secretary for Church Affairs working with the Central
Committee and the Stasi, tried to curtail the evangelizing activities of male orders.
Officials were particularly concerned about pastoral ministries within public spaces like
hospitals. In 1957, the director of a psychiatric hospital complained about the constant
presence of Protestant pastors. Officials recommended revoking chaplaincy privileges
from pastors, curtailing access to certain wards and even the toilet. Singing would be
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expressly forbidden.386 The same treatment was afforded to Catholic hospital chaplains,
who were often order priests or friars. The Ministry of Education co-opted or simply
closed the majority of confessional schools and restricted theology in higher education.387
The theological faculty at Berlin’s Humboldt University was encouraged to emphasize a
more contextual, scientific approach to the discipline.388 For Catholic seminarians, there
were few options within East Germany. The Secretary for Church Affairs and the
Ministry of People’s Education finally permitted the establishment of a Catholic
theological seminary in Erfurt—the only one in East Germany—though even that
allowance was to stop young East German Catholics from being educated and ordained in
West German seminaries.389 Documents from the SED and the Ministry for State
Security indicated an acute concern for monitoring the actions Caritas officials and male
clergy. There were far fewer campaigns that targeted female congregations, even when
they played a visible role in health or education. Given the contentious history of
religious communities in socialism, the story of the SED’s relationship with sisters active
in charitable institutes is surprising. The regime’s lenient policies toward female orders
allowed sisters to circumvent, negotiate, and even challenge religious restrictions and
prohibitions, precisely because the SED left them more space than what historians have
assumed based on how the state dealt with male clergy. Still, both men and women
religious contributed to outreach ministries to young people, to the ailing and
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impoverished, and provided channels through which Catholics could express grievances
and transmit religious knowledge.

Making Charity Compatible with Socialism
The regime’s inconsistent treatment of religious institutions, especially in the
realm of education, was also due to the perceived threat of ordained men, who certainly
had more upward mobility within the Church’s patriarchal structure. Sisters, too, however
at least implicitly threatened state legitimacy. Because they were a visible minority in
opposition to a secular worldview, their continued presence carried political meaning
within socialism. Perhaps because of the politicization of religion and the reliance on
religious communities for certain social services, the party obscured the contradictions
between its own ideology and religion’s involvement in private charity. Rather by
praising the work of sisters they attempted to make Catholic charity commensurate with
their policies and to mold it to existing socialism. This ambivalence gave sisters space to
assert themselves outside of state authority. In their chronicles, the Gray Sisters
emphasized the practicality of continuing their work as nurses and teachers and once
again demonstrated their ability to adapt to changing bureaucracies. One sister stated in a
brief history of St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle that the community had always relied on
their work, which was supported by donations and Caritas. Catholic hospitals and
children’s homes had survived Protestant censure, revolution, inflation, and war. The
challenge of communism did not seem so daunting in the face of the Gray Sisters’
history. The author was cautiously optimistic about the order’s prospects in 1955. She
drew from the congregation’s previous dealings with city officials to indicate that their
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work would be as valued under socialism as it had been in other periods. The chronicler
cited an instance in the late nineteenth century, when city authorities had declared in the
pages of the daily newspaper Volksblatt that citizens of Halle put their trust in the Sisters
of St. Elizabeth because of the sisters’ continued openness.390 The Gray Sisters projected
a hopeful and encouraging prospect for the future of the congregation’s hospitals in
Halle: “It’s reassuring to remain impartial and recall that the beginning years of the Gray
Sisters in Halle were under city fathers with different political leanings [than GDR
officials], yet they still paid public tribute to our work.”391
While the Volksblatt’s statement was certainly not magnanimous praise, regional
cadres rarely commented on the negative effects of female charity, and indeed sometimes
arranged for the transfer of western currency to cover the costs of the sisters’ charity.392
The transfer of funds was arranged either through the diocese, which oversaw parishes in
the East and the West, or through Caritas. The commissariat of the German Bishops’
Conference in 1954 applied to the Ministry for Imports and Exports (Ministerium für
Außenhandel und Innerdeutschen Handel) for an import license to more easily ship
materials for rebuilding churches and charitable institutions in the East.393 Like many of
the Church’s requests for building permission in the early years of the GDR, state
authorities typically approved these applications, since they created work for East
Germans and injected the economy with hard currency. For instance, the Sisters of Mercy
who staffed St. Martin’s children and retirement homes in Berlin were funded by
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donations from the West supplied through Caritas.394 Often highly qualified sisters in
hospitals received very little money from state authorities. For officials in the Ministry of
Health it would be impractical to do away with affordable healthcare professionals that
were sworn to vows of poverty and who were also less likely to flee the Republic, an
endemic problem within the health care sector of the GDR until the construction of the
Berlin Wall in 1961.
Catholic charity for social services in health and elder care did receive some state
subsidiaries, though the SED refused to provide any compensation for children’s
education or orphanages.395 Welfare institutions focused on youth had to be funded solely
through Catholic relief services. Furthermore, most Catholic sisters working in hospitals
did not receive the same compensation as their secular counterparts or even deaconesses
working in Protestant health services. State authorities finally addressed the discrepancy
of pay in the early 1980s at the request of the German Bishop’s Conference. Cardinal
Meisner petitioned the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Health, and the Secretary for
Church Affairs to increase the subsidy for Catholic sisters working in the GDR’s
healthcare system. An official report that circulated between ministries and to regional
cadres in 1984, agreed that it was only fair to increase the earnings of Catholic sisters to
520 M per month. The notice cited as reason for the increase that “party and state
leadership greatly appreciated the sacrificial services sisters provided by their care of the
elderly and sick.”396
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The service of sisters was not always acknowledged monetarily, but religious
orders working in charity had channels through which they could express grievances or
petition for repairs and improvements. Regional and central officials coordinated with
Caritas to cover costs of hospital stays and health insurance for members of orders. In an
effort to streamline healthcare for ambulatory services and eldercare, a 1973 circular
from the Dresden Caritas branch instructed orders to first coordinate with state authorities
and then submit claims to their particular diocese.397 The Catholic Church also
established East German branches of Caritas to make organization for institutes in the
East more manageable. The Caritas offices in West Berlin and Berlin-Weißensee often
served as intermediaries between religious congregations in East Berlin and
Brandenburg, churches in West Germany, and secular authority. In the socialist
dictatorship, even small donations for social services had to go through circuitous
channels. Shipments of materials, goods, and currency from the West, were approved by
the Ministry of Trade and underwent rigorous inspection. In 1960, the German Caritas
Association planned to disperse Christmas packages in Catholic institutes in Magdeburg.
Authorities approved the shipments, provided the packages remained with inspectors in
Brandenburg until the Caritas Association in Magdeburg sent a representative to retrieve
the shipment.398
Negotiations between state authorities and Caritas on behalf of religious institutes
with social services were not always centered on the trade of currency and material goods
but also on the exchange of people. Caritas often arranged for the placement of order
sisters in charitable institutions from other areas of East Germany or even from West
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Germany. The placement of younger women to help with the tasks in hospitals and
retirement homes began small in the 1960s with the decline in the number of novices.
Sister Hildegard of St. Hedwig’s Caritas Home in Berlin wrote to the Archbishop of
Berlin about the crisis of an aging population of sisters and nuns with few novices to take
the burden of work.399 The Church responded to such concerns by trying to accommodate
charitable institutions—Caritas organized the transfer of members of other orders from
various East German regions to staff clinics and kindergartens. In 1965 the Caritas
director in Berlin-Weißensee informed the Archbishop of Berlin that four younger Sisters
of Mercy were to be moved to a children’s home and a retirement home in Berlin to help
older sisters with their charitable work.400 By the 1970s and 80s, Caritas applied for the
movement of sisters from farther afield—Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Southeast Asia.
Charity accounted for the majority of international exchange among church
communities during the GDR. Whether it was the transfer of money to improve hospitals
or the exchange of ideas and people in later decades, the Church’s charitable institutes
provided a medium for interfacing with global communities in the West, in the Eastern
Bloc, and in the developing world. Charity justified not only this international commerce,
but also the continued existence of religious institutes in socialism. The positive reception
that social and health services received allowed religious orders to continue ministries
that should have been obsolete in a “welfare dictatorship.”

399

DAB Ia/ 4-3-2 Bistum Berlin: Orden und Kongregationen, Ordensreferat, Juniorabkurs,
Exerzitien,1967-1980
400
DAB Ia/ 4-3-1 Bistum Berlin Orden und Kongregationen Ordensreferat, Ordenskrankenhilfe.

159

The Problem of Poverty in Socialism
Most interesting in the context of the socialist dictatorship was the SED’s
continued tolerance of confessional social welfare services like soup kitchens. These
types of charities implied that the socialist regime struggled to provide even a base level
of subsistence for its people.401 The Department of Ritual Affairs noted in the early 1950s
that many Sisters of St. Vincent and the Gray Sisters of St. Elizabeth worked with their
diocesan Caritas in soup kitchens and ministries for refugees and homeless after the
war.402 The presence of societal ills—poverty, orphans, hunger—in the postwar period
could be attributed to the consequences of conflict and not necessarily an indictment of
the political or economic system. By the late 1950s, however, discussion of poverty and
homelessness was taboo in both Germanys.403 East Germany’s myth of a classless
society, in particular, did not leave room for notions of poverty.404 Privation and
homelessness were symptoms of capitalism, not problems that should exist in the
“Workers’ and Peasants’ State.” The GDR’s campaign to “build socialism” in the 1950s
sought to eradicate poverty by putting the East German populace to work. The Central
Committee proudly proclaimed that all workers in the GDR could “lead a life free from
worry about daily bread.”405 The state’s vision of eliminating destitution with a
productive workforce neglected poverty among those who could not work, the ailing, and
the elderly. Religious establishments, especially homes for the elderly, the mentally ill,
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and children, offered services that filled this need. The case of a woman in Berlin in 1950
demonstrated the shortcoming of the state’s policy. Her husband, a war veteran, suffered
mental illness and could not join the workforce. The family struggled to buy necessities
and could not receive the proper help in state facilities. The woman’s priest advocated on
the family’s behalf, and the husband was able to secure a place in St. Joseph’s hospital.
Correspondence between the doctor and Caritas confirmed that he was receiving
treatment and showed signs of improvement under the care of St. Joseph’s order
sisters.406 In this case, Catholic establishment provided an essential service that state
facilities at the time were unable or unwilling to offer.
Like the mentally or physically impaired, retirees had to do with very little and
could not receive personal aid from the West. Still in the 1980s, East German authorities
forbade “Western gifts” from relatives that included items considered luxuries, like
coffee, canned goods, or high-priced consumables.407 Catholic congregations, on the
other hand, had access to West German foodstuffs and other donations through official
networks of Church trade and the German Caritas Association. Soon after the war ended,
Catholic charities began to funnel goods and personnel from the three western zones for
use in the Church’s eastern mission.408 The Gray Sisters in Halle reported in January of
1948 that Caritas delivered a large quantity of provisions to feed the hungry, a donation
they later discovered came directly from Pope Pius XII. The sisters promptly sent a letter
of thanks to Rome through their mother superior.409
406
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Officials were not without concern for the international connections that
accompanied Catholic social work, but rarely did they comment on the threat of charity
to the implementation of socialism. A 1953 report sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
explained with some unease the international organizational structure of the German
Caritas Association. The report claimed that because Catholic charities reported to Rome
and existed as pan-German associations, the very nature of Caritas was a refusal to
acknowledge separate German states. Nevertheless, the report ensured that the hundreds
of Caritas facilities and institutes in East Germany worked closely with various state
ministries, including the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Culture, and the Ministry of
Education to ensure the welfare of East Germans.410 The Ministry of Security was less
accommodating in its descriptions of the Catholic charity organization. In 1955, the SfS/
MfS began a surveillance campaign that targeted the Caritas Association in Berlin. One
report stated that Caritas was “one of the Catholic Church’s largest legal organizations in
the Federal Republic of Germany, which carries on its hostility to the GDR and to peace
under the guise of love for one’s fellow man.”411 The state’s accusations of connections
between Caritas and the West German government were not baseless. In fact, the Federal
Republic from Adenauer to Kohl supported Catholic charity in the GDR, usually through
substantial financial transfers.412 Despite SED criticism of Caritas and its western
connections, the everyday ministries of Catholic orders, and especially sisters, continued
largely unimpeded.
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Perhaps it was the trust in ministry oversight and surveillance or the belief that it
was only a matter of time until religion died out that reassured communist officials that
charity within East Germany was different than charity under western capitalism. The
SED’s continued acceptance of church-related institutions instead ensured the unusual
success of confessional social services in the dictatorship. The relaxation in church-state
relations in the 1970s and 1980s allowed for an expansion of Christian ministries, from
youth work to soup kitchens. As the next section highlights, officials and regional cadres
sometimes expressed their respect for sisters working with the needy. Of the most
important institutes that continued to operate with the help of Caritas and the nearly 3,000
order sisters in the GDR were thirty-two Catholic hospitals, 106 retirement or nursing
homes, seventeen homes for the mentally disabled, a number of small kindergartens,
children’s homes, and soup kitchens.413 It was an extraordinary situation indeed that a
socialist dictatorship tolerated the continued engagement of Christian benevolence in
society.
Yet, the “welfare dictatorship,” to use the term coined by Konrad Jarausch,
refused to acknowledge the contradictions inherent in its own system.414 Mention of soup
kitchens was absent from SED documents, but it is evident from religious congregations’
private histories that sisters offered social services for the homeless and hungry
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throughout the duration of the GDR. The Gray Sisters were one of many orders that made
basic necessities available to refugees in the postwar period and continued to operate a
soup kitchen out of their establishments. St. Elisabeth’s Hospital in Halle was one such
space that sisters used to feed hundreds every year. In 1950 alone, the sisters fed nearly
10,000 people in the foyer of their hospital and another 18,000 throughout the city. At
Christmas in the same year, twenty adults and twenty-seven children came to the sisters
for provisions and gifts.415 The SED’s tolerance of soup kitchens in the 1950s was
pragmatic if not ideologically consistent—East Germany alone among European
countries was still rationing food in 1954, and East Germans keenly felt such food
shortages.416 Still in the 1970s, the Gray Sisters had a robust ministry feeding the hungry
in Halle, of which local authorities were most certainly aware. In 1972, the sisters handed
out around 4,500 portions to the city’s needy.417 These ministries to the vulnerable were
public. People in Halle knew the Gray Sisters by name as they brought food to the city’s
poor, and their funeral processions were well attended by non-Catholics and Catholics
alike. Sister Theresia described the 1959 requiem for Mother Othmara, who was
instrumental in leading the Gray Sisters in their ministries in Halle after the war.
Numerous healthcare workers, doctors, nurses, the neighboring Protestant congregation,
and even local officials came to pay their respects. The turnout consoled the sisters, who
“departed the tomb newly strengthened in their daily work.”418
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SED reports glossed over the involvement of religious sisters’ ministries for the
poor within East German cities and towns, because it would mean admitting that the
communist dictatorship had failed certain members of its society. In the 1980s, Neues
Deutschland featured a series of articles that highlighted poverty and the homeless
epidemic in the United States. According to a 1983 article, people in the United States
were forced to rely on private soup kitchens and churches instead of the government to
survive.419 One article painted a bleak image of life in capitalism: “Ten thousand
homeless and poor U.S. citizens in parks and churches received their first warm meal in
days from private charity.”420 Implicit in these articles was that the socialist system did
not need churches and private charity to support its people, neglecting to mention the
numerous East German hospitals, retirement and nursing homes, kindergartens, and
children’s homes staffed by sisters and receiving western funding. Another short article
from 1988 quoted (not without a bit of Schadenfreude) the Bavarian director of the
German Caritas Association, who announced that Catholic charitable services were ever
more needed in West Germany in response to growing poverty and unemployment.421
The article was clearly intended to highlight the Federal Republic’s need for Christian
charity as indicative of a failing system.
The SED neglected the reliance on private charities in its own society. For the
Gray Sisters in St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle 1988 was a busy year. More than 5,000
patients occupied their beds, 1,250 babies were delivered, and the sisters worked
tirelessly to organize their bazaar for “Need in the World” that received more than 8,500

419

“Studenlang in eisiger Kalte auf Essen warten,” Neues Deutschland 22 December 1983.
“USA-Bürger suchen Brot und Obdach,” Neues Deutschland 24 December 1981.
420
Obdachlose standen Schlange nach Essen,” Neues Deutschland 27 November 1982.
421
“Wachsende Armut in BRD durch Arbeitslosigkeit,” Neues Deutschland 9 July 1988.

165

DM.422 It was clear by the 1980s that Christian charity was firmly entrenched in East
Germany. No longer could officials portray Catholic orders as anachronistic holdovers
from a dead era. The SED would have to adopt a new tactic and attempt to make
Christian charity align with socialist ideals. Publicly the party praised the good work of
Catholic orders in the fight for peace and social justice in the world, while glossing over
the fact that those same men and women ministered to the East German population as
well. The positive role of religious congregations to social services, both domestic and
abroad, secured their place as active participants in GDR society.

Charity in the Socialist Community: Reception of the Benevolent Sister
The state’s interest in the success of confessional relief services and the
negotiations of church officials certainly contributed to the persistence of private charity.
Yet it would have been impossible to maintain establishments like Catholic hospitals
without the contributions of sisters, brothers, priests and lay members. Caring for the
needy and ailing in society was at the heart of vocational calling, whether that meant
ministering to the ill and elderly in villages or running soup kitchens for war expellees
and displaced families. For members of religious communities, a commitment to
Christian compassion was not a novel or politicized notion, but rather the central message
of Gospel teachings—something that transcended geopolitical and temporal borders.
Dominican Sister Donna Markham, president and CEO of Catholic Charities USA,
declared in response to more recent crises, “our commitment to care for those who are

422

Provinzarchiv der Schwestern von der heiligen Elisabeth PD 966 a Chronik des St. BarbaraKrankenhauses, Halle, Barbarastraße 1891-1997.

166

most vulnerable resides at the core of our faith.”423 These words would have resonated
with the Gray Sisters caring for war refugees in 1947 as much as they do for charitable
and philanthropic Catholic organizations doing the same work in 2017.
Indeed, East German Catholics defined their mission in similar language. In 1972,
Auxiliary Bishop Johannes Kleinedamm wrote to the Mother Superior of the Gray Sisters
in Blankenfelde to thank her for her congregation’s service to the elderly and ailing. He
reminded the sisters that “people in orders are the visible church, daily representatives of
Christ’s mercy, love and forgiveness to both believers and unbelievers...”424 In this way,
charity gave purpose to men and women in religious vocations working within East
German borders. Another message implicit in Kleinedamm’s letter was that social
services legitimated the existence of religious institutes in socialism. Charitable activities
likewise ensured the maintenance of spaces where the church could perform Christian
rites and observance of feast days, masses, and private devotion. The Gray Sisters in
Halle regularly included the poor and children in their Christmas celebrations, giving
presents and sometimes a small amount of money, activities that endeared them to the
local community.425 The way sisters recorded these events revealed a certain degree of
intentionality in their flouting of state ideology. One chronicler of the Gray Sisters
423
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included some rare criticism of the state’s care for its people. In direct language, she
wrote “Sister Odilia had been placed in Halle to care for the elderly. The people under
her care were truly the poorest of the poor, those forgotten by society.”426 This was
veiled criticism of a state that was supposed to ensure equality among its citizens, but
because these chronicles were in house and typically for the purpose of recording an
order’s private history, they allowed sisters more freedom of expression. Annual histories
afforded a sense of private space secure from political scrutiny, evidenced by the fact that
the Gray Sisters in Halle penned Sister Odilia’s charitable service in contrast with the
state’s failings not long after the interrogation of Jesuit priests in the late 1950s.

Monastic Forms of Charity
In the twentieth century, of course, the contemplative and cloistered tradition of
religious life was more of an exception, as an ever-increasing number of orders and
apostolic communities engaged in pastoral care. Monastics, too, engaged in social
welfare beyond spiritual and ambulatory care. Because of the great need for care of the
disabled, in 1972, the Cistercians at St. Marienstern established an institution for work
with the disabled community. These ministries included a workshop and trade school for
the mentally impaired, a shared home, and a special-needs school.427 The state’s
oversight of charitable establishments for the disabled was minimal, since the SED did
not see disabled people as threatening elements of society. As a result, the nuns had
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nearly complete autonomy over their ministries and school. Their curricula included
foundational knowledge in speaking and reading, practical courses in trades, sport,
swimming, art, and religious instruction.
Other cloistered nuns provided important services, like hospice care and work
opportunities for builders and farmhands in the surrounding villages, and in return
received the support of local families. The Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf hired
builders and carpenters from the villages for their frequent projects. Building projects
became more common after Erich Honecker came to power in 1971 and the state pursued
a more conciliatory approach to churches in the GDR. During this time, Protestant
leaders and the state promoted the notion of “churches within socialism,” or a
normalization of the existence of Christian communities in accord with socialist
society.428 Catholic leaders were fairly silent on the issue, but many began to
acknowledge the GDR as a separate German state, reflecting larger political trends
between the two Germanys. 429
The acceptance of life in socialist society coupled with more lenient government
treatment encouraged religious institutes to expand and renovate. In 1971, the priory of
St. Gertrud underwent extensive renovations, including a new roof and new rooms and
bathrooms for their guesthouse, where they could host seminars for priests, children, and
lay excursions. The prioress estimated the cost for repairs alone would be more than
25,000 M, no small sum in the GDR. The nuns coordinated with the prelate in Berlin to
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transfer western donations to cover the costs of materials.430 Construction projects at the
priory (later abbey) were usually funded by a combination of the nun’s own earnings
through their guesthouse and retreat center and through western help and Caritas. The
Ursuline cloister in Neustadt/ Dosse outside of Berlin also received approval from the
Regional Building Authority (Bezirksbauamt) in Potsdam for a substantial extension of
its children’s home. The German Caritas Association funded the majority of the project,
which received full support of state authorities and the diocese of Berlin in December
1971.431
During this period, the socialist bureaucracy finally approved the construction of a
new Benedictine monastery outside of Halberstadt. In the early 1970s, Benedictine
monks built their monastery on the sacred Huysburg. The extensive construction project,
which was largely funded by Caritas, provided work opportunity for craftsmen and
builders near Halberstadt.432 Huysburg had already been a contested space since the
1950s. In 1951, regional authorities in Sachsen-Anhalt debated about land ownership on
the Huysburg, which was in part controlled by the state (“people’s property” or
“Volkseigentum”) and the Church, which wanted to build a children’s recovery home and
a theological seminary at Huysburg.433 A religious seminar continued in the area but not
without debate from state officials. Again in 1956, regional cadres in Magdeburg
complained that the theological seminar for orders attracted undesirable travel from
western guests.434 The construction of the monastery in the 1970s finally secured
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religious authority over the area. The presence of the monks benefited the community
more generally, as more activity and commerce would come to the area as a result of
retreats, educational seminars, pilgrimage, and building projects. In these instances, West
German Marks were routed through Caritas to monks and nuns to pay the wages of East
German laborers in small towns and villages, where work prospects were bleak.
Construction projects and mundane repair and maintenance normalized the daily
activities of orders. Routine contact with tradespeople, mechanics, and other workers
involved with the upkeep of large establishments removed some of the exoticism of
religious vestment. From a pragmatic standpoint, such projects fed the local economy and
were another way in which the SED felt that monastic and religious orders were a
necessity. Allowing the orders to undertake projects using foreign currency brought jobs
and hard currency for the state’s own trade purposes.

Catholic Hospitals in Socialist Society
The primary way that members of orders interfaced with larger secular society
was of course through social services. Hospitals were the largest and most disperse
confessional establishments. The number of Catholic hospitals and homes nearly doubled
in the Soviet Occupation Zone, because of the influx of the German Catholic populations
from eastern territories and the increased need of medical care in the postwar period.435
Hospitals provided a compelling case for the societal value and relevance of religious
orders in the GDR, as party members themselves took advantage of Catholic health
services. Religious orders like the Gray Sisters were at the heart of these establishments.
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Through their efforts, health services and hospice became spaces of outreach and a direct
connection to the secular community in East Germany.
Christian institutions, including hospitals, enjoyed special constitutional
protections to operate independently in the Federal Republic.436 Religious-based services
in the GDR were not afforded the same security, and Caritas constantly negotiated with
state officials to ensure that confessional hospitals could continue to govern themselves
and educate personnel and nurses. Despite fears that the state might co-opt religious
establishments, the thirty-two Catholic hospitals in the GDR remained independent of the
centralized health system. Caritas, working with the sisters in health services, also had the
foresight to define Catholic schools for nurses under the Ministry of Health instead of the
Ministry of Education.437 As a result, confessional schools for nurses remained the only
church-directed education that survived the duration of the GDR, and it was often the
sisters themselves who fought for these schools to be accredited for training medical
professionals.438 The head nurse of Catholic hospitals was usually an order sister who
oversaw administrative duties. Nurses could complete their official practicum in Catholic
hospitals with state approval. The Ministry of Health required health personnel and
nurses to update their certifications with state exams. The Gray Sisters kept meticulous
records of these state accreditations. For instance, the Sisters from St. Elisabeth’s
Hospital noted in 1967 those who successfully passed state examinations as medical
technicians at the City Hospital Poliklinik North.439 For sisters, regular examinations and
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professional development demonstrated their mental acumen and capability to practice
medicine and nursing. Passing examinations was also a point of pride in their
accomplishments. These skilled nurses and technicians in addition to the modern
facilities of Catholic and Protestant hospitals were indispensable for the state, especially
in the 1950s and 1960s.
Though Christian-based health services maintained a positive reputation and a
good rapport with the larger community, the influence of private hospitals should not be
overstated. The total number of beds in confessional hospitals made up around 6.7
percent of the total capacity in the GDR, with Catholic hospitals at about three percent.440
Beginning in the mid-1960s, the government attempted to reduce the number of private
hospitals in the GDR, but even then it was for the practical reasons of smaller personnel
in state and private facilities and fewer patient demand. This decline was also reflected in
state-run hospitals and not necessarily linked to the failings of confessional
establishments.441
Moreover, the Ministry of Health valued the private hospitals for their highly
trained staff and access to newer equipment and technologies from West Germany. As
early as 1946 and 1947, the Gray Sisters’ St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle acquired two
new x-ray machines, an instrument for diathermy, two sun lamps, short-wave technology,
and lamps for surgical operations.442 The sisters themselves were likewise assets to
hospitals with staffing crises after the war. A canonical visitation report to St. Joseph’s
Hospital in East Berlin from 1958 revealed how essential sisters remained to the
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functioning of these hospitals. The bishop reported that only two doctors were available
to the entire hospital and could not possibly attend to every ill person. The hospital’s
daily activities relied on the trained sisters and nurses who maintained St. Joseph’s, the
oldest operational Catholic institution in Berlin. The forty sisters, who used the adjoining
house as an eastern province house, shared twenty-five sparse rooms and spent most of
their time tending patients or helping with ambulatory care.443 It is evident from these
reports that the Gray Sisters of St. Elizabeth, who served as the hospital’s primary
caretakers, viewed their service as part of their vocation—a mission to serve the sick in
the spirit of their patroness.
The state, even at its most repressive, was unlikely to scrutinize the altruistic
actions of sisters working in a historic Berlin hospital. More important, the sisters
provided inexpensive labor and removed some amount of the burden of medical care
from the Ministry of Health. Instead of dissolving confessional hospitals, the state tried to
better integrate them into the GDR’s welfare services. In 1967, the Ministry of Health
required regional doctors to oversee and administer tests to nurses working in
confessional hospitals.444 In 1975, the Ministry of Health, working with the State
Secretary of Labor and the Secretary of Church Affairs, established more prerequisites to
be met by the staff of private hospitals.445 As the dictatorship continued to centralize its
authority, Catholic orders responded by creating a more unified body of social and health
workers. Sisters interfaced with each other more through seminars, educational
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opportunities, and retreats. To fulfill official requirements of the Ministry of Health, in
1968 Gray Sisters working at St. Elisabeth’s Hospital in Halle attended state-run
advanced training courses in Berlin for staff nurses, operation assistants, and medical
technicians.446 Theissing, the bishop’s curate, confirmed that the sisters working in St.
Hedwig’s Hospital in Berlin would receive training as nurses and teachers at the
hospital’s nursing school, but also attend regular spiritual and theological seminars.
Theissing’s 1968 letter implored Catholic clergy to take seriously their job as spiritual
guides to the sisters. He emphasized that the nurses and teachers should have not only
exceptional training, but also be prepared to minister to St. Hedwig’s patients. To this
end, a Jesuit, Father Scholz, was appointed as the resident priest.447 Like Theissing’s
letter, more and more Church records emphasized professional development and skill
acquisition. The leaders of Germany’s female orders organized a series of conferences in
the 1970s around the theme of “care for the elderly.” At a conference in Greifswald in
1972, sisters attended seminars on end-of-life spiritual and palliative care.448 For women
in religious and medical vocations, medicine and faith were intimately connected. Most
were as comfortable discussing laboratory technology as they were with theology. The
attention to educational advancement in the 1960s and 1970s could perhaps be attributed
to more opportunities provided by both state and Church authorities for career
development. The Church also wanted to promote the image of an engaged and
competent Catholic workforce to combat any incursion from the regime. Sisters and
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priests armed with advanced degrees and professional certificates gave Catholic
charitable institutions greater legitimacy and more room for the Church’s own spiritual
agenda, which was usually accepted (if reluctantly) by the state.
In their pursuit of improvement, further education, and compliance with state
regulations, religious sisters maintained the integrity and character of Catholic hospitals,
nursing homes, and emergency care, and on the whole, SED officials appreciated the
positive contributions of religious health services. Dr. Ludwig Mecklinger, Minister of
Health from 1971 to 1989, emphasized the longevity and continued worth of the
churches’ healthcare services: “The Protestant Church and Diakonie as well as the
Catholic Church and Caritas have continuously been committed to superior medical and
social work. These activities have earned much deserved appreciation within Health and
Social Services, among the people, and in the entire country.”449 A 1985 SED report
about Caritas commented: “the charitable work of the Catholic Church has a firm place in
health- and social services and enjoys high social esteem.” The report highlighted the
GDR’s thirty-two Catholic hospitals and the 1,300 women in orders active in charity. It
was also important for the SED regime to take credit for the stability and success of
Catholic charity: “Countless agreements between state and church support the
motivations for Christian welfare and social work. All workers in charitable
establishments abide by state sociopolitical arrangements,” including medical
examinations.450 Records of professionalization indicated that Christian-run hospitals
449
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were significant enough for state oversight. It was important that religious sisters were
properly trained since they were valuable contributors to the GDR’s healthcare system. It
was an acknowledgement that Catholic hospitals and religious sisters trained in medicine
were permanent fixtures in the socialist health system.
The Church publications Tag des Herrn and Petrusblatt were of course more
magnanimous toward the charitable activities of orders. These articles, too, highlighted
the importance of hospitals in service of society. Two articles from 1988 praised Catholic
hospitals as expressions of Christian altruism. The mission of the order sisters, so central
to the everyday running of these hospitals, was first and foremost devoted to the
“physical and spiritual healing of the sick.” The article in Tag des Herrn was also quick
to add that Catholic hospitals had developed with state qualifications as centers of
technical and medical research and development.451 Berlin’s diocesan magazine
Petrusblatt implied that Caritas could have improved East German society even more
through hospitals, kindergartens, children’s homes, and elder care without bureaucratic
restrictions.452 In typical CDU fashion, the party newspaper Neue Zeit published articles
that attempted to bridge the ideological gap between church and state by stressing
common goals. An article from 1978, “In the Service of Mankind,” praised the
cooperation of religious social services and regional authorities. In hospitals and
retirement homes, state and church “learn from each other and can count on one
another.”453 In January 1979, a Neue Zeit article announced the unveiling of St.
Nepomuk’s newest wing: a modern intensive care facility in Erfurt. The investment from
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Caritas in new technologies and equipment would service the greater community. The
intensive care unit at St. Nepomuk boasted centrally controlled heat and air, cutting-edge
surgical equipment, new cancer treatments, and around-the-clock care from doctors,
nurses, and order sisters.454 The improvements to St. Nepomuk were nothing out of the
ordinary for private East German hospitals. Caritas funded extensive renovations to St.
Elisabeth’s Hospital in Halle throughout the 1950s and 60s. In 1965, the hospital’s x-rays
and surgical units were updated with new technology. The sisters also supervised the
renovation and modernization of the hospital’s foyer, which included all glass windows,
new furniture, and window flowers.455 Technological advances and western upgrades
were aspects of Catholic charity that could persuade the most devout Communist.
Most official reports associated religious sisters with Christian charity, perhaps as
a result of favorable public articles, but more likely from their visibility in a range of
health and social services. Sisters were employed widely in the Catholic diapsora, and
sometimes worked in hospitals that were not administered by Caritas. The Sisters of
Divine Charity in the town of Greifswald on the Baltic Sea worked within state-run
hospitals and received wages from both the Ministry of Health Services and Caritas. The
Vienna-based congregation’s apostolic ministries included providing care for the sick,
elderly, and mentally disabled as well as youth education. The sisters in Greifswald
continued that work not in confessional institutes focused on Catholics but among the
general population. According to a canonical visit in 1964, the sisters were encouraged
by their work but constantly fearful that party leaders would force them to discard their
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traditional habits, because they were in effect employees of the state.456 Their isolation
made the habits even more important symbols of the sisters’ commitment to a vocational
calling.
The increasing secular East German populace was unlikely to encounter overt
expressions of religiosity on a daily basis. Much less would they have interacted directly
with nuns in habits, like the Sisters of Divine Charity. It was through hospitals more than
other charities that orders interacted with the secular community, who were both patients
and colleagues. The preamble for a benefits plan for sisters in Catholic hospitals clearly
outlined an inclusive program: “The function of this establishment is to serve ill and
needy in Christian charity as best as possible, regardless of religious creed, worldview,
and without regard to social status…”457 This broad, ecumenical ideology generated
patient diversity and engendered community admiration. In 1950, the Gray Sisters
recorded that they treated 4,713 patients, only 981 of whom identified as Catholic and
3,572 as Protestant.458 The number of patients remained fairly consistent, but the
percentage of people who identified as secular or without religion steadily increased. By
1965, the sisters at St. Elisabeth’s Hospital were treating around 626 East Germans who
claimed they had no religious identity.459 Because such a diversity of people filtered
through the doors of these hospitals, the sisters by extension enjoyed a positive reputation
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among Protestants and nonbelievers as well as Catholics. In 1975, St. Joseph’s in
Dresden renovated the maternity ward and acquired new technical equipment for
gynecological and birthing services. The ninety-nine beds tended by the Gray Sisters for
the care of mothers and children were always full.460 St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle
likewise mapped out plans to expand the surgical wing for children and commented on
the need for increased outpatient care, as the number of consultations grew every year.461
Expansion would mean the ability to house more patients and expose more children to
some small amount of religious devotion.
The space of the hospital was likely the only contact some citizens would have
with religious iconography, like the crosses that adorned the halls of Erfurt’s St.
Nepomuk, or to pass by a hospital chapel and catch sight of morning mass or sisters
gathered for afternoon prayer. Dr. Peter Willms, the regional director for Halle’s Catholic
hospitals, described the centrality of confessional hospitals to Catholic identity in the
GDR: “Had you asked someone in Erfurt what ‘Catholic’ was…with certainty the answer
would have pointed to the Catholic hospital.”462 Even a person without any knowledge of
Catholicism or religion had likely encountered Catholic health services, knew of the
reputation of qualified religious sisters, or had glimpsed statuary or a chapel in a medical
facility. Crucifixes adorned the walls in the children’s ward of St. Barbara’s and featured
prominently in many GDR-era photographs. Exterior symbols also served as reminders of
the nature of confessional hospitals. One prominent testimonial to the character of St.
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Elisabeth’s in Halle was a Holy Trinity column in front of the hospital.463 Also known as
Marian or Plague columns, devout Catholics often erected these monuments as offerings
of thanksgiving in the wake of plague or epidemic. This particular devotional column
survived the devastation of war, and for the religious sisters in Halle, it was a symbol of
resiliency and a public marker of Catholic heritage in the space of their hospital.
Church clergy were certainly cognizant of the fact that hospitals bridged the
secular and the sacred. Jesuits in East Germany viewed their hospital chaplaincies as part
of the larger mission in the East. A 1955 circular within the Society’s East German
province clarified that evangelism in dispersed eastern Catholic communities would take
precedence in their duties, which included outreach to youth and students, but equally
important were pastoral ministries in hospitals.464 The Jesuits near Heiligenstadt, a city
with a majority Catholic population, performed daily sacraments in the local hospitals,
which included anointing of the sick, administering communion, confession, and
baptisms. In 1963, one priest baptized around 150 children. As a result, the Jesuits asked
the diocese for more help in these pastoral ministries.465 The Franciscans in the Catholic
Eichsfeld region encountered the same problems of ministering to large numbers of
Catholics and order sisters. Joseph Freusberg, then provost of Erfurt Cathedral, wrote to
the minister general of the Franciscan Order in Rome on behalf of the Franciscan brothers
in East Germany. His letter requested financial and organizational help for the order’s
ministries.466 Although only eight Franciscans resided together in Dingelstädt, every
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morning one would celebrate mass in the local hospital and one at St. Joseph’s Home for
Children and Youth, which was run by the Thuine Sisters of St. Francis.467 Priests and
brothers were also permitted admittance to state-run institutions, but clerical access was
much more limited, and their presence was usually at the behest of a patient. Catholic
hospitals had more autonomy over the public display of religion.
In addition to routine sacraments and daily services, the Church used its hospitals
for other ministries, often operating soup kitchens and holding liturgical solemnities like
Corpus Christi or the Ascension of Mary that would have been foreign to most East
Germans. In 1954, the Gray Sisters in Halle celebrated the Feast of St. Boniface,
Germany’s patron saint, in the chapel of St. Barbara’s Hospital. The highlight of the
observance was a visit and blessing of Archbishop Lorenz.468 Church dignitaries also
sometimes frequented hospitals to consecrate new wings, equipment, and facilities. These
visits attracted onlookers from hospital staff and patients. Bishop Spülbeck dedicated the
new St. Joseph’s facility in Dresden in December 1964. St. Joseph’s underwent another
major renovation and construction project to add an additional wing to the hospital from
1982 to 1989. Bishop Joachim Reinelt of Dresden-Meißen presided over the
consecration, which was followed by an in-house celebration.469 Requiems and other
visible observances took place in hospital chapels. The sisters hosted a requiem in St.
Elisabeth’s for the town’s master builder Eduard Klink after his passing in 1968.
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Following the requiem, all were invited to process from the hospital to the cemetery for
the burial.470
Members of secular institutes and apostolic societies, like the Daughters of
Charity, considered this kind of public interaction essential to their calling to work for the
good of society. At the Greifswald conference for order leaders in 1972, sisters outlined
the importance of inclusive charity. A seminar led by Sr. Amanda of Nauen tasked
religious women to take their ministries into the community. Sisters should visit the
homes of the ailing and infirm with the goal of “brining joy, giving time, easing
discomfort, and listening, even if we already have the story committed to memory.”471
The sisters further emphasized the ecumenical character of home ministry: “In rural
areas, neighborly help should be given without question to non-Catholics.” Other
outreach would include Christmas celebrations and birthday greetings for the
homebound. The seminar ended with a reminder of the purpose of a consecrated
vocation: “What differentiates us from state social workers? Religion is paramount. We
have to know why we come.”472
In the same spirit, the Gray Sisters of St. Elizabeth in Halle were central actors in
community social and health services. A few factors contributed to the prominence of the
two Catholic hospitals in Halle. The institutions of St. Barbara and St. Elisabeth had been
in service to the community since the late nineteenth century, and the number of patients
in Catholic hospitals was exceptionally high in Halle relative to other East German cities.
The Gray Sisters established the first medical ward in the exceedingly Protestant region
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of Sachsen-Anhalt in 1867 to minister to the Catholics living spread out and isolated.
When a smallpox epidemic struck in 1870, numerous people in the surrounding area
came to Köthen, the town out of which the sisters operated, to be treated. Afterwards,
other Gray Sisters joined their colleagues and began a more established mission in the
Protestant East.473 The sisters’ story in Halle fittingly began with grassroots community
support, something they also benefited from during the socialist dictatorship. In the late
nineteenth century, Halle was a burgeoning city and the number of Catholics grew from
5,000 to 8,000 in the 1890s. The Catholic community in Halle wanted to establish its own
associations and institutions and approached the Gray Sisters in Sachsen-Anhalt and
Thuringia about establishing a hospital branch in their town. In 1891 the first Gray Sisters
arrived and began work not only in outpatient and emergency care, but also built a soup
kitchen, a school, a children’s home, a retirement home, and oversaw the construction of
a new Catholic church on Mauerstraße in 1893.474 Thereafter the sisters were a vibrant
and integral part of the city’s public life. The rising number of patients prompted the
sisters to expand and establish a second hospital. In the postwar, the sisters reestablished
nursing schools in St. Elisabeth and St. Barbara’s hospitals, and St. Barbara’s was the
only establishment in the Soviet occupation zone that specialized in pediatrics.475
To secure their institutions in the early 1950s, the sisters renewed their contract
with municipal authorities in Halle. The city offered to pay the provincial motherhouse
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eighty Marks per sister active in one of the hospitals or general healthcare.476 The official
guarantee of payment and support legitimated the Gray Sister’s charity in Halle and
indicated that their work would be inclusive of the entire population. Correspondence
between regional officials and hospital directors also revealed the importance of the Gray
Sisters’ contribution to health services in Halle. Dr. Peter Willms, as representative of St.
Elisabeth’s and St. Barbara’s, wrote a report for the local Department of Health and
Social Services at the request of the State Secretary Dr. Geiger. In it, Willms detailed the
essential services provided by deaconesses and order sisters in confessional hospitals in
the GDR and more specifically in Halle. He emphasized that the historical raison d’être
of the Gray Sisters was to serve the needs of the larger community. According to Willms,
the Gray Sisters’ substantial contribution to healthcare in the region “required them to
develop good rapport with all divisions of state social services.” The report attributed
“the viability of both hospitals primarily to the poverty and selfless commitment of
deaconesses and religious sisters.”477
Health services were the most visible and enduring charity of orders in the GDR
and perhaps the most notable way sisters endeared themselves to secular citizens and
authorities. After a 1966 canonical visit to the convent of the School Sisters of Notre
Dame in Berkenbrück, a small municipality in Brandenburg, the Bishop of Berlin
requested that Caritas continue their stipends for the sisters’ work there. He also asked
that younger sisters be sent to work in the care of the community. In closing, the bishop
remarked that the sisters were remarkably well received by both the general populace and
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by secular authorities in the very Protestant region.478 Regional CDU newspapers like
Der Neue Weg and Weimar’s Thüringer Tageblatt commended the efforts of Catholic
sisters to help all citizens in need of care: “Approximately 3,000 religious sisters in 120
cloisters and monastic establishments in the GDR have again in this year excelled in the
care of the needy, the ill, the elderly, and the handicapped.”479 In a similar vein, Halle’s
local newspaper published an article in 1967 to congratulate the director of St. Elisabeth’s
Hospital, Sister Fabiana, and all of the sisters on 125 years of service to the community.
The sisters’ beneficial work in Halle’s hospitals was “fully endorsed by the Department
of Health and the municipal council.”480
The reiteration of state approval validated the charitable work of sisters in the
SED dictatorship. The recurrent reminders of cooperation between state and church was
more than simply the oversight of a paternalistic, surveillance state. Interactions between
local officials and sisters were genuine and positive and implied a degree of respect for
the charity of religious orders. Regional cadres often paid their respects at the funerals of
sisters, like Sister Othmara’s aforementioned requiem and procession in 1958. When
Sister Annuntiata celebrated her ninety-fifth birthday in St. Barbara’s Hospital in March
1974, the chaplain delivered the mass in the corridor so that the ailing sister could
participate. The sisters were surprised when a delegation from the city council arrived to
congratulate Sister Annuntiata and thank her for her years of service. The delegation
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remained to listen to children at the hospital sing “a happy little song.”481
Sister Modesta, “the nun with two bags” or the “the Mother Teresa of Halle,”
perhaps more than other religious figures left an enduring legacy through charity work.482
Her lay ministries typified the pluralistic nature of Catholicism in the GDR, and the
popular comparison to Mother Teresa revealed not only connections to international
communities, but also the enduring respect that East Germans held for religious life.
Sister Modesta’s work in Halle earned the respect of party members and the general
public and bolstered the reputation of women engaged in Catholic vocational life. Sister
Modesta entered the congregation of Gray Sisters in 1929 and served the community
until her death in 1993 at the age of ninety. Sister Modesta was trained as a surgical nurse
and worked in St. Elisabeth’s Hospital but felt it was important that her ministry extend
beyond the walls of the Catholic hospital or province house. She made a daily journey
through the city of Halle with two large bags to feed the hungry and give medical aid to
the sick. She also carried a harmonica “to play for the joy of others.” When she could no
longer venture into the city every day, Sister Modesta held visitation hours in the
reception area where the sisters fed the poor and met with anyone in need. On her 90th
birthday celebration, city officials and citizens from all backgrounds stopped by to
congratulate the beloved Modesta. Regional newspapers interviewed Sister Modesta and
extolled her continued charity in the city. When asked why she remained at St.
Elisabeth’s hospital in Halle through the Second World War and the GDR dictatorship,
Sister Modesta answered simply, “Service was far more important to me than far-off
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voyages.”483 Her funeral procession in 1993 was well attended by Catholics, Protestants,
and former Communists.484
The benevolence of Catholic institutes, and sisters like Modesta in particular,
garnered community respect and inspired the lay devout in their continued piety and
service to the Church. Monastic and religious orders received a high degree of respect
from all levels of East German society—from high-ranking officials to local populations
in need. By the 1970s, the SED would have met with local resistance had they tried to
shut down or repurpose hospitals like those belonging to the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in
Halle. The reality, however, was that the state too continually relied on orders to deliver
social and healthcare services. Because of state and Church support, confessional
hospitals, too, would become important centers of Catholic life and contribute to open
dialogue between different groups in East German society.

Figure 3: Photo of the Burial Procession for Sr. Modesta, 1993.485
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Figure 4: Article published after the death of Sr. Modesta, October 1993.486

Conclusion: Charity and the Question of Authority
Women like Sister Modesta guaranteed that the altruistic work of religious
institutes would become an integral part of East German society. Official support
normalized the presence of religious orders in socialist Germany. In turn, the fact that
most religious congregations could continue their ministries largely unimpeded led to
acceptance of the GDR as their home. Certainly, the second generation of members of
orders, who came of age after the war were comfortable with the idea of East Germany as
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their Heimat. In the 1970s, the Gray Sisters began to differentiate the Federal Republic
from the GDR in their chronicle.487
Sisters in East Germany rarely felt state repression in the way that their
counterparts in Romania or Czechoslovakia did. Overt oppression would have surely
changed the landscape of the GDR. As it were, most confessional hospitals and many
kindergartens and retirement homes survived into a unified Germany. Decline in the
Church’s domestic charitable activity in the GDR was often the result of necessity—there
were fewer novices, economic need, a population decline—rather than from direct
repression by the regime. By 1975, there was concern from church officials about the
continuance of some charitable institutions in the GDR. Reports from Rome pointed out
that the lack of growth coupled with an aging population in vocational life would present
a challenge to the Church’s East German philanthropy.488 The Ursuline cloister in Erfurt,
for instance, struggled not with authorities but with practical everyday chores and the
costs of keeping their kindergarten open. Mother Lioba petitioned the bishop in Erfurt for
funds in order to pay for monthly costs for the ninety children in their charge, as most of
their donations for children’s ministries came from western gifts via the diocese of
Erfurt.489 In 1972, the School Sisters of Notre Dame wrote with regret to Archbishop
Kleinedamm that the care of the charges in their Berlin kindergarten would be transferred
to lay women due to the health of the elderly sisters.490 Yet even with the decreased
numbers of young people taking holy vows, many institutions remained open and
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expanded their services and renovated old buildings in the 1970s under more lenient state
policies. The civil authorities in Potsdam approved a building contract for the Ursuline
nuns in Neustadt to expand their children’s home with funding from both the secular
authorities and Caritas.491
Social services, like the Gray Sister’s soup kitchens and hospitals were possible
only because of their international ties to West Germany and Rome. To be sure, the flow
of currency and goods bolstered the East German economy, but those global networks
also made certain the survival of traditional religion in socialism. Throughout the 1950s,
the Gray Sisters at St. Barbara’s Hospital welcomed goods from their motherhouse in
West Germany. The provincial head and hospital matron Mother Theresia Visarius
ensured that her sisters were provided for in their work with the ill and poor in Halle.
They were able to first repair the roof of their residence as well as the foyer of the
hospital with financing from the Paderborn diocese. In 1956, the Gray sisters received a
new washing machine, and in 1958, a renovated kitchen with an electric oven, which
made the job of cooking for the 450 patients, sisters, and other hospital staff much easier.
The donations and collections were so generous that the Gray Sisters at St. Barbara had
extra building material, which they shared with city handcrafters, an action that surely
endeared them to the larger community.492
Because of community support and modern technology sent from motherhouses
in the West, Catholic health and social services remained vibrant. State officials referred
to this commerce with the churches, often in the form of shipments of medical and
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technological equipment for confessional hospitals, as “church business.”493 From the
state perspective, “church business” unfortunately connected the East German devout to a
global community of faithful, many of whom held views oppositional to Eastern Bloc
communism. The regime’s leniency with the charity of orders gave it little moral
authority on which to draw when Mother Teresa of Calcutta requested to establish her
Missionaries of Charity within the GDR. SED authorities in the early 1980s, ever
concerned about their international image, found it difficult to protest the Nobel Peace
Prize winner praised for her work with the impoverished and outcasts, including people
dying from leprosy and HIV/ AIDS. As Chapter 4 will show, charitable institutions
within East Germany laid the groundwork for more mobility in the 1970s and 1980s,
including direct interaction with members of orders from other parts of the globe. The
SED found itself permitting more exchange between East German and foreign religious
communities, especially when networking pertained to peace movements or social
justice. Community service, and relief aid legitimated the existence of Catholic orders in
the first two decades of the GDR and laid the foundation for a semi-public sphere in
socialism.
At a seminar for Catholic orders, Cardinal Joachim Meisner, then head of East
German Caritas, declared that charity was the bedrock of the Church. Charity, he
concluded, connected the smallest parish church to the global Church. The benevolence
and leadership of religious men and women were central to the success of Caritas as both
a domestic and international movement. At the same conference, Sister Maria Pia of
Heiligenstadt discussed the importance of charity for nuns—the titles “Sister” and
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“Mother” became meaningful only when sisters devoted themselves to alleviating
suffering and need in the world.494
The importance of pastoral care and ministry bolstered the mission of charity in
socialism, though the two ideologies were not mutually exclusive. Individual members of
religious orders did not always perceive their work to be in opposition to the regime or to
socialism more generally. Catholics in East Germany were positioned unhappily between
the idea of “Christian socialism” and the Vatican’s Cold War policies that often rebuked
Communism.495 Nevertheless, members of orders based in East Germany drew parallels
between their own charity and the goals of the socialist state to provide for citizens.
Marx’ indictment that such comparisons only served to bolster oppressive capitalism rang
hollow in the context of the work of orders within socialism. Nuns like those at the
Abbey of St. Gertrud served poor villagers and provided for basic needs when the
socialist state could not, and even expressed some nostalgia about the importance of their
priory for the area during the Cold War period. Of course, most nuns and others in
religious life were overwhelmingly positive about the reunification of Germany, which
allowed for more efficient exchange of church money, ideas, and people. The nuns at St.
Gertrud described the political changes as a “gift from God.”496 Their optimism was
tempered by the knowledge that a change in government did not necessarily mean
improvement for the very poor in their midst. The nuns in Alexanderdorf spoke of the
hopeless conditions of the surrounding rural villages after the end of socialism. The
people had always been poor, but at least under socialism there was often the promise of
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some work or subsistence. The abbey alone, which supported itself autonomously, could
not provide for the daily needs of the surrounding communities. Men and women directly
involved in charity recognized the continued need of people in eastern Germany that
could not be remedied by the euphoria of reunification.
Sister Modesta frequently charged sisters who were feeling discontent to “go into
the city and see the conditions under which other people must live.”497 Women like
Modesta chose to remain in a state that could have been overtly hostile to the vocation of
Christian ministry and charity. Fortunately for Caritas and members of religious
institutes, the GDR remained relatively tolerant of confessional social and health
services. In this context, the coexistence of religious notions of charity and socialist ideas
seemed possible in practice. The success of charitable institutions in East Germany was
dependent not only on tolerant and ambivalent state policy, but also on the creativity and
commitment of Catholic congregations active in the GDR. Charity gave Catholic
institutes purpose and agency in East German society and would allow them more
influence in negotiations with the state. The great importance and independence afforded
to charitable establishments, and by extension the orders who staffed them, established
spaces and leaders for a semi-public sphere, in which the devout could continue longestablished ritual and pilgrimage in the socialist landscape.
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CHAPTER 3
THE SOCIALIST SACRED: ORDERS, PILGRIMAGES, AND SITES OF
DEVOTION
Introduction
A German translation of an excerpt from the Vatican’s newspaper L’Osservatore
Romano circulated throughout the East German Catholic community in 1984 and
garnered the attention of SED authorities, who promptly filed it with the Secretariat for
Church Affairs.498 The words of Pope John Paul II described the mysteries of sacred
space and the importance of pilgrimage for the faithful: “Pilgrimage sites are signs from
God, that occur throughout the history of mankind…and are permanent conduits for the
good news of salvific power.”499 The Polish pope, who knew poignantly the limitations
of devotion in a socialist dictatorship, spoke to the hearts of East German Catholics and
to the fears of state officials: “Pilgrimage sites in our time, when people suffer under
worldwide secularization, are even more important… at the heart of belief.”500 The
Pope’s words vindicated the ritual actions of the East German faithful, who had
established a local pilgrimage culture in the GDR and were just beginning to traverse
international borders in the 1980s.
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Christian pilgrimage in East Germany, and in a wider context, was first and
foremost an act of faith in the transformative power of a holy place. It was also rooted in
deep cultural traditions within European society. The act of travel to specific places either
reaffirmed existing social relations or encouraged revolution or reform with otherworldly
ideas rather than confirming the status quo. In the case of socialist East Germany, it was
even possible to view the act of religious travel as aligning with socialism, as pilgrimage
also supported notions that there was an absence of inequality, poverty, rank, or
distinction. At the same time, pilgrimage was an act of political defiance as a practice that
SED authorities deemed antiquated and feudal. The motivations for pilgrimage, which
often verged on mysticism, also ran counter to scientific materialism, or the belief that
everything that truly exists must be empirically test and verified using the resources of
natural science.501 The journey to sacred sites to perform certain actions in hopes to
obtain some sort of transformation, be it a cure for disease or a change in their family’s
prospects for the future, ostensibly had no place in a socialist society that prescribed to a
materialist worldview.502 The GDR regime permitted the practice of pilgrimage, though
its conspicuous nature caused official unease and required regular negotiations between
Church and state representatives. The continued tolerance of the practice within domestic
borders inadvertently produced a more robust practice distinct to East German Catholics.
East German pilgrimage culture was more than simply a byproduct of ambivalent
state policy. The practice was an outgrowth of the interactions between men and women
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in religious orders with lay Catholics, especially because convents were so often the sites
of religious devotion. As a result of political restraints, the Catholic community adapted
its sacred destinations to fit East Germany’s limited possibilities for travel and
expression. To truly understand the complex and seemingly paradoxical experience of
ritual and pilgrimage in the GDR, it is important to look first and foremost at the
participants’ own accounts, which were recorded primarily in the chronicles and of East
German religious institutes.

Defining the Sacred
Anthropologists Victor and Edith Turner describe the experience of pilgrimage as
“an axis mundi of faith,” or a connection between a pilgrim’s beliefs and larger society.503
In the GDR, as in most societies, ritual travel was an interplay between the pilgrims
themselves, the Church, the secular community, and the authoritarian state.504 The
motivations for pilgrims were often more pragmatic than the Turner’s axis mundi of faith.
For those living in the GDR, the spiritual motivations were coupled with more tangible
aspirations, like visiting a sister house in neighboring Poland or wanting to see Rome
firsthand. Devotees could use pilgrimage as grounds for extended travel.
This chapter is interested in how the East German devout in the second half of the
twentieth century understood local pilgrimage (Wallfahrt) and those journeys farther
afield (Pilgerfahrt). It explores the meanings that members of orders ascribed to their

503

Victor and Edith Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1978), 34.
504
Michael Sallnow suggests that there is always “a complex interplay between the social relations of
pilgrimage and those associated with secular activities.” John Eade and Michael J. Sallnow, eds. Contesting
the Sacred: The Anthropology of Christian Pilgrimage (Urbana Champagne: Illinois University Press,
1991), xii.

197

own pilgrimages and the role they played as preservers of pilgrimage sites. This chapter
traces the role of orders in pilgrimage from the immediate postwar era to the more
flexible travel periods of the 1970s and 1980s. Both large-scale commemorations, like the
St. Elizabeth pilgrimage to Erfrut cathedral as well as smaller, annual pilgrimages to
chapels and monasteries played a significant role in East German Catholic life. More
important, the act of pilgrimage in socialism connected the traveler to an ancient, even
mythological past, and to an international network of the faithful outside of the East
German experience.
The separation from Rome, the focal point of western Catholicism and the alleged
resting place of St. Peter and St. Paul, was certainly a source of consternation for orders
in socialist countries. The cult of sainthood, which flourished in medieval Christianity,
had however created a multitude of sacred sites throughout Christendom. Even in the
very Protestant and increasingly secularized eastern parts of Germany, there remained
sites considered sacred by the Catholic faithful that were often connected to natural
landscape, monasteries, historic chapels, and cathedrals, like St. Mary’s Cathedral in
Erfurt.
These sites became even more central to Catholic piety in the GDR and became
the focal points of pilgrimage and travel. Religious orders were central to the
maintenance of these sites and the continuation of votive travel. In this way, priests and
sisters, traveling in their habits with the Catholic faithful, exercised a very visible
presence in the socialist landscape of East Germany’s towns and countryside. The
experience of pilgrims and those who observed religious journeys more directly
cultivated an East German Catholic identity than the sites themselves, though certainly
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the landscape played a central role in informing the experiences of pilgrims. Likewise,
the devout imprinted their character on the East German landscape. Sisters, brothers, and
priests, who led the faithful to chapels, cathedrals, and monasteries, maintained holy
pathways and the sites themselves. Shrines and wayside crosses dotted even the plains of
Brandenburg, a region that had been predominantly Protestant since the Reformation.
Many scholars of the non-Western world have extended the definition of
pilgrimage to encompass “any journey to a sacred place to perform some religious
act.”505 There are a variety of ways to conceptualize the process of pilgrimage, though
there is no term to distinguish between specific destinations. The notion of pilgrimage
transcends confessional or religious identity. Historially, pilgrimages have involved a
journey to a specific destination: a holy city, a shrine, a sanctuary, a church, or a natural
feature. What these destinations do have in common is their transformative powers as
corroborated by the devout that visit holy sites and experience renewal, healing, or
spiritual transformation. The spiritual importance placed on pilgrimage becomes clear in
the pages of institutional chronicles. In 1965, a chronicler of the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in
Halle exuberantly described the communal feeling of renewal after a retreat in the
countryside.506
Pilgrims expanded definitions of “the sacred” to vivify their experiences and the
places they could visit given travel restrictions. The Gray Sisters imprinted their own
meaning on the annual seminar at the Benedictine Huysburg abbey. By drawing
examples from the life of their namesake St. Elizabeth, they made the experience sacred
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and real for themselves and other participants. This underlines the fact that the notion of
sacred was not something fixed and was constantly created and recreated based on the
political and social needs of the faithful.507 Because of continuous adaptation, it was
impossible to entirely separate a sacred place and the religious communities that tended
to those spaces from the political pressures of a sometimes-repressive regime, something
that would be paramount for establishing a Catholic public sphere within the GDR.
Unlike many practices in the Catholic Church, pilgrimage was not regulated by
the liturgical calendar. Most Catholics undertook pilgrimages to renew their faith and
show devotion to God and then re-engage in their lives with a revived sense of
purpose.508 This renewal of purpose was especially important for people in religious
vocations living in a secular society. Sisters and priests constantly negotiated with the
state for the right to maintain traditional practices and minister to laypeople. Many
expressed discouragement at the dwindling numbers of young people entering the church
and taking vows. Gatherings of the faithful gave them a sense of purpose and renewed
spirit. Religious houses therefore encouraged retreats and granted their members long
respites with family or for vacation.

Zu Gast im Kloster –The Cloister as a Site of Pilgrimage
The Rule of St. Benedict, the foundation of Western monasticism, instructs that
“all guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ.”509 Enclosed orders in
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East Germany held true to this spirit of radical hospitality by opening the doors of their
cloisters and institutions to guests and pilgrims. Cloisters, in particular, proved to be the
most beloved- and well-traveled pilgrimage sites within the GDR. Orders had long been
the keepers of holy artifacts and as a result their convents were historically considered
sacred sites. Travelers could also find respite and peace behind monastery walls.
Monasticism gave pilgrimages an air of other worldliness. The devout could be
transported to another temporality, separate from Cold War rhetoric and political
ideology.
Most of the popular pilgrimage cloisters in the GDR met the romantic image of a
convent nestled in the countryside. These included the two medieval Cisterian
monasteries outside of Dresden: Marienthal and Marienstern and the pilgrimage church
of Rosenthal, two Franciscan monasteries of Hülfensberg and Kerbschen Berg, the
Benedictine cloister on Huysburg near Halberstadt (not established as an abbey until
1974), and the Abbey of St. Gertrud (a priory until 1984) in Alexanderdorf outside of
Berlin, and these did not account for the multitude of smaller cloisters and communities
of sisters, priests, monks, and brothers in nearly every region of the GDR. In the capital
city of Berlin there were more than 130 cloisters, from the Sisters of Mercy of St.
Borromeo in central East Berlin to the Franciscans in Pankow.510
Cloisters as pilgrimage sites became a nexus of negotiated meaning, influenced by
church officials, guardians of the site, usually members of an order, lay pilgrims, and the
socialist state. In a way, places like the Benedictine Abbey of St. Gertrud became a third
space for the faithful who traveled there for spiritual purposes – separate from both
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church and secular politics. Though cloistered orders like the Benedictines sought to
separate themselves for society, and yet, because of their perceived inviolability, they
were often drawn into the social relations they eschewed for a contemplative life. This
was particularly true for Catholic devotees who often journeyed to cloisters as sacred
sites of pilgrimage. As early as the eleventh and twelfth centuries, monasteries and
nunneries were places of retreat for laity and contemplatives offered shelter for pilgrims
and travelers.511 The same spirit held true for cloisters in the GDR. These spaces offered
an opportunity for not just the lay traveler to experience a moment of contemplative life,
but also members of other orders, both domestic and international.
The spring journey to Huysburg, the primary pilgrimage site in the Diocese of
Marburg, became an annual pilgrimage to which many orders based in cities looked
forward. It allowed clergy and orders the opportunity to pray and worship within cloister
walls, separated from daily concerns. The majority of Gray Sisters working at hospitals in
Halle loaded into buses and cars every year after Pentecost to journey to Huybsburg to
experience spiritual renewal with their colleagues and the Benedictine monks.512 The
Huysburg was not founded as a Benedictine community until 1972, but already
established itself as an important pilgrimage space, as a medieval abbey, dissolved by
Prussian authorities long before socialism, had once occupied the site. After the small
community of Benedictine monks consecrated their abbey, it also became a branch
seminary for East Germans with aspirations for priesthood, since they were cut off from
the seminary in Paderborn. Since the 1950s, priests had hosted seminars for orders and
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lay families at the Huysburg.513 Even the state recognized the cultural importance of the
chapel and former abbey and allowed the Catholic Church in the 1950s to restore the
buildings for the purpose of pilgrimage and an East German seminary.514
Another spiritual retreat was the Franciscan cloister of Kerbschen Berg near
Dingelstädt. The brothers there hosted numerous pilgrimages and seminars, the largest of
which was the annual women’s pilgrimage, which drew anywhere from 5,000 to 10,000
women from all over East Germany.515 Pilgrims who traveled to Kerbschen Berg
included laywomen and orders, and in 1975 included a Franciscan from Tokyo, who
Bishop Aufderbeck greeted personally while thanking the service of the Franciscans in
the Eichsfeld region.516
Celebrations marking historical milestones drew the largest number of pilgrims to
cloisters. When the Cistercian abbey of St. Marienthal commemorated its 750th year in
1984, more than 20,000 pilgrims, including many Polish neighbors, traveled to the
isolated cloister.517 Likewise, when the Franciscans in Hülfensberg opened their doors in
1960 for an anniversary pilgrimage commemorating 100 years as a cloister and 600 years
as a pilgrimage site, around 30,000 pilgrims arrived from the surrounding areas. The high
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attendance at these commemorative events surprised SED officials, who found
themselves planning for unexpected traffic and processions.518
By and large, however, pilgrims visited cloisters throughout the year in small
numbers. The Redemptorist cloister in Heiligenstadt, for example, offered year-round
confessions, sacraments, and rest to the Catholic community in Eichsfeld.519 The
Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf kept their cloister open to guests since their founding
in the village in the 1930s. For holidays like Pentecost and Easter, young people could
stay in hostel-like arrangements. An image from 1934 depicted young women resting on
straw and blankets, accommodations not unlike what was offered during GDR times.520
School groups visited the abbey from Berlin and the surrounding area during the 1980s.
The Benedictine abbey held a place of spiritual importance in the landscape of the Mark
and attracted people from devout Catholic women to Soviet soldiers.
Secular institutes also served as retreats for the East German community. The
Gray Sisters in Ützdorf housed recuperating patients from their hospitals in Halle and
Berlin. The location in Ützdorf was originally established in 1926 for the purpose of
spiritual and physical renewal and recuperation. During the Second World War, the
sisters cared for soldiers and extended their care to Russian soldiers after May 1945 and
displaced people from Silesia. In 1950, the Gray Sisters added a home for the retired or
infirm in their order and Ützdorf again became a quasi-pilgrimage site for the spiritually
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and physically ailing.521 By the 1980s, the Gray Sisters in Ützdorf hosted a variety of
East Germans, from pilgrims seeking lodging and healing to regular retirement groups
looking to escape Leipzig for the countryside.
Members of orders in East Germany often visited the Ützdorf location for respite
and leisure. In 1988, eighteen Caritas sisters stayed for respite and religious
contemplation, while just a few weeks later a retirement group from Leipzig lodged with
the sisters in Ützdorf. Earlier that same year, a group of Dominicans from Leipzig
sojourned with the Gray Sisters.522 The sisters also provided a summerhouse and a family
home and welcomed guests who sought recreation time with their families or wanted to
stay with a recovering child.523 Of particular joy to the sisters was an annual children’s
pilgrimage from a Leipzig parish in preparation for their first confession and
communion.524
Many of the Catholic retreat centers like Ützdorf or the sparse lodgings at the
Benedictine priory in Alexanderdorf (only an abbey after 1984) more closely resembled
the cabins and family camping sites in the countryside that were so popular among many
GDR citizens, especially those who lived in urban areas and took family vacations to
rural summer cottages. Catholics viewed them as spiritual retreats into nature, and the
fact that they were in line with German traditions certainly helped in negotiations with
officials. The spiritual and transformative power of these trips, as well as the presence of
religious guides with ritual harking back to the medieval church, differentiated local
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pilgrimages from secular summer camping trips. These types of local pilgrimages to
cloisters were often organized on the parish level or by a local religious order, though
regular visits to sacred sites were just as formative for East German Catholics as larger
GDR-wide gatherings. More important still, visits to cloisters allowed Catholic sisters,
brothers, clergy, and laypeople to interface and establish networks that could efficiently
communicate and mobilize the Catholic community for large-scale commemorations,
feast days, and pilgrimages to important centers of East German religiosity, like Erfurt’s
towering medieval cathedral.

Erfurt Cathedral: The East German St. Peter’s Basilica?
The continued importance of church-wide pilgrimage throughout the duration of
the GDR affirmed the identity of participants as faithful Christians living within the
confines of closed political borders but more specifically as distinctly German Catholics,
connected to their spiritual predecessors as well as the Church in the West. St. Peter’s
Basilica it was not, but Erfurt Cathedral, also known as St. Mary’s Cathedral, became a
focal point for processions and gatherings. The Soviet Military Administration, working
with locals in Erfurt, recognized the cathedral’s importance as a cultural icon in 1947 and
began restoration of the medieval structure.525 Because of the cathedral’s long history
with saints of the region and because it served as the seat of the diocese which included
the Catholic region of Eichsfeld, St. Mary’s Cathedral became a center of East German
Catholicism. Unlike the modern architecture of St. Hedwig’s Cathedral in Berlin, Erfurt
Cathedral is an imposing fourteenth-century gothic structure that houses the oldest
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medieval bell in the world as well as relics and a lavish stucco altar. Because Erfurt
remained largely unscathed during the war, it would be impossible to ignore such a
structure towering on the hillside above the red roofs of Erfurt’s inner city—a monument
to an era believed to be past.

Figure 5: Image of the Church of St. Severus with Erfurt Cathedral in the background. Photo taken by the
author, March 2014. The medieval churches dominate Erfurt’s skyline and city center.

Figure 6: Image of Erfurt Cathedral from Domplatz. Photo taken by Jon Berndt Olsen, 2015.
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Consequently, the largest annual pilgrimages were to Erfurt, which brought
bishops and representatives from neighboring countries, both East and West. From the
1950s, Erfurt became a focal point for pilgrimages large and small. In 1955, an
unexpected 25,000 pilgrims journeyed to Erfurt for what would become an annual
autumn pilgrimage.526 A choir of sisters sang the Gloriosa in the Cathedral Square. Their
voices were joined by the spontaneous chorus of priests, laymen and women, and young
people, an experience that must have impressed itself on the memories of participants and
observers.527 Orders were integral in organization and participation. They sang in choirs,
took donations for Catholic charities, especially Not für die Welt (“Need in the World”),
and set up bazaars. According to the records of the Gray Sisters in Halle, between
60,000-70,000 Catholics participated in the 1980 pilgrimage to the Erfurt cathedral, the
highlight of which was the celebration of the Eucharist on the steps of the cathedral.528 In
an attempt to downplay the cathedral’s continued religious significance, the SED’s news
organ Neues Deutschland reported fewer participants than Church sources.529 Even CDU
sources preferred to emphasize the historical character, rather than the sacred and overtly
religious nature of these spaces. A Neue Zeit article form 1980 praised the “cooperation
between political authorities and Christian communities to restore the 1,000-year-old
cathedral,” calling the preservation of historical monuments “a civic and Christian
responsibility.”530

526

SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 6024 “25000 Katholiken bei der Wallfahrt in Erfurt. Verpflichtung zu
christlichem Zeugnis, wo wir auch stehen,” from Thüringer Tageblatt, Weimar, 29 September 1955.
527
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 6024 “Die ‘Gloriosa’ erklang über den Domplatz,” Thüringer Neueste
Nachrichten 29 September 1955.
528
Provinzarchiv der Schwestern von der heiligen Elisabeth HAL 953/ 3, Chronik Halle 1970-1989, 154.
529
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5151: Bischöfliches Amt Erfurt-Meiningen, 1969-1989.
530
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5151: Bischöfliches Amt Erfurt-Meiningen, 1969-1989
"Gutes Zusammenwirken in der Denkmalpflege," Neue Zeit, dated from 25 September 1980.

208

Authorities likely wanted to downplay the centrality of these types of pilgrimages
in the lives of devout East Germans, or the fact that such a huge number of people living
in a socialist society would still participate in such an anachronistic practice. Certainly,
state papers did not include, as the Catholic weekly publication St. Hedwigsblatt did, the
meaningful and unifying nature of the sacrament of Eucharist observed visibly in Erfurt’s
center square.531 A 1986 article from the CDU’s Thüringer Tageblatt featured a photo of
an enormous crowd in the cathedral square to listen to an equally large pilgrim choir,
gathered for the autumn pilgrimage to the cathedral’s steps.532 The highlight of this
pilgrimage, like others, was sharing the sacrament of Holy Communion. By the 1980s,
religious communities felt more comfortable addressing global political and economic
issues. A theme of the 1986 autumn pilgrimage was something that must have resonated
with devout socialists as well—the injustices of Apartheid in South Africa.533
Erfurt’s Cathedral maintained its centrality and importance in Catholic religious
life throughout the duration of the GDR, largely due to the devout Catholic community in
the nearby Eichstatt region and the legacies of Thuringia’s native saints, St. Elisabeth and
St. Boniface. It was also used as a meeting place for the Catholic student community in
Erfurt.534 Because of its centrality as a site of gathering, Erfurt’s cathedral became a
fixture in East German religious life and something of a symbol for the Catholic
community.
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Amid the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, East German clergy, orders,
and laity traveled to the cathedral to discuss and pray for the new changes. Weimar’s
Catholic newspaper Thüringer Tageblatt reported in 1963 that thousands of pilgrims
flocked to the cathedral for the traditional autumn pilgrimage and to hear Bishop
Aufderbeck’s and Bishop Freusberg’s report on the Council’s progress.535 These types of
reports from Church officials, who held diplomat status, were the only connection the
devout had with Rome during this period. After prayers for the Council, the pilgrimage
continued with processions and singing through Erfurt. The cathedral again became a
focal point for Catholics when in 1979, Bishop Aufderbeck held a pontifical high mass to
memorialize the retrieval of Saint Adolar’s relics. Adolar was Boniface’s closest
companion, and his remains were interred in the cathedral’s crypt in 1962. Berlin’s Neue
Zeit reported on the importance of these relics to the Catholic community in an article
from May 1979.536

Preserving and Diversifying Sacred Sites in the GDR
The survival of Erfurt Cathedral as a focal point for Catholic life and pilgrimage
was made possible partially because of the state’s support of upkeep on the edifice as an
important part of East Germany’s heritage. The preservation of historic religious sites and
the ability for devout communities to continue practice in these spaces was not
necessarily a common practice under socialist regimes. In many communist countries, the
state attacked what it perceived to be superstitious and reactionary ritual practices. In
China after 1949, for instance, the state led campaigns against popular religion by

535
536

SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 6024, “Herbstwallfahrt in Erfurt,” Thüringer Tageblatt 23 September 1963.
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5143.

210

promoting scientific education in hopes to dissuade pilgrims from visiting sites purported
to be holy or provide healing.537 Perhaps because the Catholic community was a minority
or because there were other pressing concerns after the war, authorities in the GDR never
formulated a wide-scale campaign to stop religious travel. The East German state’s early
ambivalence toward religious spaces, like churches and shrines, in fact allowed for the
continued existence of ritual practices and pilgrimages, even in the 1950s, and thus
provided a great deal of continuity between prewar and postwar Catholic traditions.
The preservation of historic religious sites, likewise perhaps unwittingly,
contributed to the continuance of an eastern pilgrimage culture. Beginning in the late
1950s, the state, working with local communities, preserved iconic churches and
cathedrals, such as Erfurt’s Cathedral and Berlin’s Marienkirche and Leipzig’s
Thomaskirche, as markers of German culture and to provide continuity to the prewar
German past. As early as 1950, the Protestant Church requested to reclaim many church
edifices, but the regime sometimes repurposed these buildings in the postwar period for
secular use. In later years, the state used historic sites to attract tourism, particularly to
churches and buildings in Erfurt and the Halle administrative district that had many
connections to the life and legacy of Martin Luther. The state continued to contribute
money for administration and the repair of churches into the 1980s. At the same time,
very few religious structures were built in East Germany’s new industrial towns, though
there was an increase in new churches or places repurposed for worship in rural areas. In
1976 alone the state budgeted for the construction of forty new churches, both Protestant
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and Catholic.538 The continued construction of churches indicated that the state had set an
earlier precedent that normalized building for religious purposes. Moreover, the fact that
the SED helped subsidize some of these projects reflected the significance of religious
devotion in a population that was presumably secular.
In the same vein, the Catholic Church sought to preserve its own sacred and
historic sites, most of which were maintained by monastic or religious orders. The
complexity of the state’s religious policy was illustrated most acutely in the SED’s
“religious freedom” propaganda campaign that tolerated churches’ prominent role in
local communities and emphasized the important work of church charity.539 The Gray
Sisters, in particular, as one of the largest congregations in East Germany, battled the
state in the 1950s to keep the doors of hospitals, schools, and kindergartens open. They
were able to preserve what was perceived as practical institutions as well as small chapels
and wayside shrines by citing their existence in the early twentieth century. The East
German state often conceded these contestations over sites, as they did not want to be
equated with the National Socialists, whose policies seized, commandeered, and reappropriated cloisters and church land.540
Travel, especially pilgrimage with its performative aspects—carrying crosses,
processing with candles and relics, singing religious songs—was another matter. A 1953
letter from an official in Dresden recommended restricting open displays of religion,
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citing the negative influences of a church dedication, procession, and dance.541 The
policy going forward would be to refuse permission for disruptive outward displays of
faith.542 Undertaking religious journeys and the practice of public procession, just like
other practices and sacraments from confirmation to the anointing of the sick, were
traditions that would be continually contested and negotiated within socialism. Church
leaders and clergy often adapted pilgrimages as a result of these political constraints, but
did not concede completely to the wishes of the state. Journeys that would have
traditionally ended or begun in West Germany were curtailed to sites within the eastern
borders. Church officials and clergy, orders included, exercised control over the way
pilgrims interpreted their journeys and participated in ritual.
The reforms of the Second Vatican Council also set new standards regarding
ritual and how people should interpret the sacred and express themselves. Rome’s
reforms of the 1960s encouraged the direct participation of lay people in mass and
personal devotion. In so doing, the reforms encouraged Catholics to imprint their own
meaning on their experiences.543 For many female orders, Vatican II was particularly
inspiring as they were encouraged to assert themselves more in ministering to the
Catholic community. This included leading pilgrimages and hosting seminars.
Simultaneous to the reforms of Vatican II that promoted increased participation,
the political climate of the late 1950s and 60s constricted the more visible practices of
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Catholicism. The most tangible impediment for religious travel was the construction of
the Berlin Wall in 1961. For the Catholic community, in particular, this was a symbol of
forced separation—an artificial boundary that divided what should have been a unified
diocese of Berlin. Faithful travelers who had crossed freely between sacred sites in Berlin
and its outskirts since the late 1940s once again adapted their practice to new geopolitical realities.
In the same way that orders in the East adjusted their hierarchies and established
more autonomy as a result of isolation, religious communities adapted ritualistic practice.
In the context of sacred sites, this meant renewing a local pilgrimage culture. There were
many instances in the 1950s of accommodation to the realities of daily existence in a
socialist dictatorship. The negotiations between Church and state regarding pilgrimage
and the role of orders and the willingness of both to compromise and adapt ensured the
continued existence of sacred sites in the GDR. In August 1953, the vicar general of the
diocese of Erfurt wrote to the bishop in Fulda on behalf of the Schönstätt
Marienschwestern, or the Secular Institute Schönstätt Sisters of Mary, in Friedrichroda
regarding the re-construction of a chapel of spiritual importance to the sisters.544 In his
letter, the vicar described the importance of the Sisters of Mary within the GDR. He
emphasized that many sisters traveled from different provinces to come to the aid of the
communities in the war-torn East. The chapel, which would be an exact replica of the
chapel in Schönstätt, would therefore serve as a unifying site for sisters working in
various villages and cities in East Germany. The vicar likewise highlighted the centrality
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of their East German province house, which was once a place of rest for Catholics in the
region, located on a type of pilgrimage road.
After the war, Friedrichsroda again became a kind of resort town. The Protestant
church rebuilt their own Erholungsheim, a place for recovery, across from the sisters’
province house “Haus Waldfrieden.” Since Friedrichsroda served as a kind of a secular
and religious pilgrim destination, or “quasi-Wallfahrtsort,” the sisters had the opportunity
to minister to numerous people in the surrounding community as they came to
Friedrichsroda for respite. The Schönstätt Sisters of Mary continued their ministry in
Friedrichsroda throughout the duration of the GDR and remained active as a site for
Catholic retreats, vacation, and healing. They operated a self-described “oasis of peace,”
where people could find spiritual and physical renewal and draw closer to God.545 The
Bendictine nuns in Alexanderdorf described the Abbey of St. Gertrud in the GDR in the
same language: “For the Catholic Church in the GDR Alexanderdorf was an oasis. For
others, the immersion in an atmosphere where faith and prayer were valued above all else
strengthened them for everyday life in a faithless environment.”546 As caretakers of sites
like Friedrichsroda and St. Gertrud in Alexanderdorf, the sisters imbued these spaces with
a sanctity that encouraged Catholic and non-Catholic pilgrims. The reverence
surrounding such sites also ensured that they remained outside of political control, a fact
that would be central to the development of an alternative Catholic public sphere.
The number of reclaimed pilgrimage sites and local saints must have been
surprising to SED officials and to the larger secular society. A Neue Zeit article from
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1977 provided an overview of the best-known pilgrimage sites within East Germany.547
The author’s revelatory tone suggested that most East Germans would likely be surprised
by the large number of sacred sites, from Alt-Burchorst in the diocese of Berlin to the
provincial, medieval Cisterian monastery St. Marienstern in Panschwitz-Kuckau near
Dresden. Certainly, official reports throughout the duration of the GDR expressed mild
shock, and sometimes dismay, that sacred sites and cloisters continued to hold such
profound meaning. A report from 1962 stated that the number of reported pilgrimages
numbered around sixteen in Erfurt, Magdeburg, Frankfurt an der Oder, and Dresden
alone, with overall around 60,000 participants.548 The report listed the various
pilgrimages in the diocese of Erfurt, from the women’s pilgrimage to Hülfensberg,
organized by the Franciscan brothers, to the diocese-wide youth pilgrimage in Frankfurt
an der Oder. It further indicated which pilgrimages were traditional for the area and
which were new.549 The variety of these sites also spoke to the diversity of pilgrimage
within the GDR. The article included natural landscapes considered holy, like the
Kerbsch Mountain, alongside institutional pilgrimage destinations, like St. Michael’s
House near Naumburg, which was the goal of a yearly children’s pilgrimage. Even the
palace church at Wechselburg was a popular destination for Catholic pilgrims.
Religious orders also chose a diversity of new and old pilgrimage sites for their
own sacred journeys. Ever more limited by geo-political constraints, congregations
adapted their practices and chose new destinations within East Germany. The
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Franciscans, for instance, could not easily travel to Assisi, Italy for the feast day of St.
Francis in October or another early founder of their order St. Anthony of Padua’s feast in
June. On the 750th anniversary of St. Anthony, the brothers in Berlin-Pankow, Halle,
Görlitz, and Dingelstädt instead traveled to the Franciscan pilgrimage chapel on
Hülfensberg.550 Another significant site under protection as a cultural monument was the
ruin of a Franciscan cloister, called the “Gray Cloister” on Klosterstraße near
Alexanderplatz in Berlin. The CDU’s Sachsen-Anhalt-based newspaper Neuer Weg
published an article in honor of St. Anthony’s 750th feast day that traced the history of the
Franciscan order in eastern Germany. The article highlighted primarily sites that were
important to Franciscans, from the first cloisters in Berlin-Brandenburg, Frankfurt an der
Oder, Greifswald, and Halberstadt in 1219 to the modern, rebuilt cloister in Halle.551
Clearly these institutions remained relevant not only in their service to the community but
also as historic, cultural sites, still sacred to the Catholic faithful.

The Renewed (eastern) German Sainthood and the Rejuvenation of Local
Pilgrimage
As the focus shifted to local pilgrimage sites in East Germany as a result of the
state’s travel restrictions, so too did the importance of German saints become more
central in East German devotion. To some extent, pilgrimages also served as a connection
to the medieval past. The devout used travel to imagine treading in the footsteps of St.
Elizabeth or St. Boniface. Local pilgrimages connected people in orders to their
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predecessors who might have undertaken similar journeys centuries earlier. Establishing
a culture of regional pilgrimage provided unity in the postwar era of unrest and
displacement. Central to this was the restoration of a viable cult of eastern saints, namely
St. Elizabeth of Hungary, St. Boniface, and St. Norbert. Traditional hagiography and an
emphasis on artifacts ensured that the discourse surrounding travel to and the
preservation of sacred sites centered on history.
Negotiation with the state demanded that religious communities continually
justify their existence and their practices with reference to historical precedents. The
grounding of devotional practices within history served two purposes: to provide identity
for the faithful and to gain state approval. If a pilgrimage site had its origins in an earlier
period, it was easier for organizers to justify the practice with local authorities.
Pilgrimages often centered on travel to historic cloisters or churches, like the celebration
of the 300th anniversary of St. Antonius church at a cloister near Worbis.552 The
commemorative pilgrimage brought around 5,000 “citizens, priests, and members of
orders” from Suhl, Potsdam, Gera, Halle, Magdeburg, Leipzig, and Frankfurt an der
Oder. The celebration included musical performances from the Erfurt Cathedral choir and
the chamber orchestra from St. Hedwig’s Cathedral in Berlin. Cardinal Bengsch greeted
pilgrims in his sermon, which emphasized the continued importance of orders, described
as “living stones” that provided the foundation of the Church from the early church to the
Middle Ages to present day.553
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These types of parallels between East German and medieval practices often made
more sense than comparisons to the pilgrimage patterns of contemporary West German
Catholics. The fixity of pilgrimage, and travel more generally, within socialism was more
akin to medieval travel limitations than the state would have liked to admit. Linking
orders to a more vibrant period of monasticism, rooted in the late-antique and medieval
western traditions, also created what some scholars have termed an “aura of sanctity.”554
This notion that a space or a particular ritual has been made inviolable and sacred by a
long history provided groundwork for institutionalizing pilgrimage. It also ensured that
East German Catholics would be fiercely devoted to cloisters, traditional institutions, and
pilgrimage sites in their midst.
Since the Middle Ages, pilgrimages in central and eastern Europe gave structure
to the liturgical year and the devotional life of the Church. Pilgrimage had been a
tradition of the devout and later members of religious orders since the years of the early
church, though pilgrimage was certainly not limited to western Christianity, nor did it
originate as a Christian practice. The East German faithful, however, would have
connected their practices to late-antique and western European Christian traditions. In the
traditions of the European Church, pilgrims undertook their journeys for a variety of
reasons: to emulate the ascetic practices of their predecessors, as a solitary act of
devotion to God, for healing, for penance, or for community cohesion. The last of these
became perhaps the most important aspect of pilgrimage in postwar East Germany.
In the early years of the GDR, travel certainly differed from the global
movements of later decades that would challenge the idea of fixed notions of local culture
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and tradition. Global communication and the Internet, and with it the possibility to
experience a space without being physically present, would complicate the idea of sacred
space even more.555 But for pilgrims in the 1950s and 1960s, local destinations would
have to suffice to fulfill the spiritual needs of renewal and worship. Because they were
isolated from their mother houses, that were often in the more densely Catholic
southwestern areas of West Germany, it was important for members of orders to maintain
practices like regular retreats, seminars, and pilgrimages. Organized pilgrimages afforded
them the opportunity to meet with Catholic laypeople from different areas in East
Germany as well as with people in other orders. The more personal recollections in their
records indicate that fellowship with others who chose to lead consecrated lives in a
secular, socialist society confirmed their own convictions.556 For instance, traveling to the
Women’s World Prayer Day gave Gray Sisters from Mauerstraße the opportunity to pray
with other orders, with lay women, and with Protestant deaconesses.
The participation of orders remained important for lay pilgrims, particularly since
so many Silesian Catholics were displaced and isolated in eastern parts of Germany. Most
institutes ensured that at least a few of their numbers were represented at pilgrimages for
the faithful within their own parish communities and diocese. Various pilgrimages for
men, women, children, families, and young people became regular occurrences within the
GDR, and members of orders were looked to as spiritual guides. In the same way, orders
relied on the laity for support, particularly as the number of young novices joining orders
decreased in the late 1960s and ‘70s. The Catholic community near Hülfensberg created a
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Freundeskreis, or “Circle of Friends,” for the purpose of helping the Franciscans with
their pilgrimage site. The group included priests who would organize and invite their
parishioners to annual pilgrimages, tradesmen who would acquire materials and permits
for the maintenance of pilgrim pathways, and building masons, who would aid the
construction and restoration of the pilgrimage church. The Freundeskreis would also
provide financial support to the Franciscans.557 Grassroots organizations like the
Freundeskreis Hülfensberg revealed a profound lay attachment to sacred sites and to the
members of orders who maintained them.
The proliferation of unofficial organizing and religious communities loyal to
sacred sites testifies to the fact that the East German faithful successfully established a
unique devotional culture. Pilgrimage sites within the GDR tended to be more
community based and grassroots because of their isolation. They did not operate as
pilgrimage-tourist sites in the way that sacred sites in western Europe did. The French
community at Lourdes, for instance, began marketing the healing powers of their Marian
Grotto to tourists in the early twentieth century. Published guides marketed religious
tourism and touted the beautiful French landscape, the healing properties of the water,
and the financial feasibility of an extended pilgrimage.558
Because of their limited accessibility, East German sites did not experience
conflicts over wealth and resources, though caretakers of pilgrimage sites were able to
request building resources and material goods both from the state and their counterparts
in the West. The SED usually approved the movement of hard currency and gifts from
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western donors, especially when it was for cultural purposes. A telegram from Cardinal
Cicognani in Rome arrived on Bishop Aufderbeck’s desk in September 1966 announcing
that they would send funds to support the celebration of the one hundredth anniversary of
the Franciscan convent in Dingelstädt.559 Another popular Franciscan pilgrimage cloister
near Hülfensberg built an electric organ in their church. The state approved materials sent
from Würtemberg in West Germany and received a report on the import of materials
from Gerhard Kühn, a local master organ builder.560
Since all travel was politicized and restricted in a dictatorship, members of orders
often justified religious pilgrimage under the auspices of culture and historical or
religious education. Around 3,000 young people from the diocese of Görlitz-Cottbus
traveled in special trains, buses, and some on foot with crosses to the pilgrimage cloister
at Neuzelle. An article in the CDU’s Märkische Union from July 1954 described the
youth pilgrimage as an educationally rich experience that ended in a seminar and a
procession by candlelight from the cloister pond to the church.561 The majority of
pilgrimages like the one to Neuzelle were on a smaller scale than those undertaken by
their Polish neighbors to the East, where the Catholic Church contributed directly to the
national character. The annual pilgrimage from Warsaw to Katowice, for instance,
attracted more than 45,000 young people.562 Even so, the postwar increase in East
German religious travel, whether for historical, educational, or spiritual purposes,
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indicated the renewal of Catholic devotional culture. The participation of a variety of
women, men, and young people was significant as was the direct role of orders.
Grassroots organizing, as in the case of the parish of Merseburg, kept the tradition
of pilgrimage for the Catholic minority in the GDR vibrant. The frequency with which
the Berlin diocese’s weekly circulation Petrusblatt featured images from annual
pilgrimages spoke to the continued vitality of pilgrimage in Catholic communities. The
annual men’s pilgrimage that local parishes organized beginning in 1946, led participants
through the Thuringian landscape to the beloved pilgrimage destination of Klüschen
Hagis near Wachstedt. In 1984, as many as 20,000 priests and laity traveled to the small
pilgrimage church. An image showed the Bishop of Erfurt, Joachim Wanke, preaching to
the faithful at the end of their journey on the Feast of the Ascension.563 Local cadres often
complained of the message of these sermons and the ill influences that pilgrimages had
on East German communities. One local official wrote his grievances in his report on the
men’s pilgrimage: “Like previous pilgrimages, Bishop Aufderbeck used the opportunity
to agitate against atheism.” He further complained that the socialist lifestyle was under
attack by believers who gathered under the auspices of pilgrimages to strengthen the
church community at the cost of socialist unity.564
It is doubtful that leadership acted on these complaints, but it is worth nothing that
even for small, grassroots pilgrimages there was sincere concern in the party about the
influence of Catholic clergy and religious orders as well as the laity. Pilgrimages seemed
particularly threatening, because these religious journeys were in some ways an
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unknown—an exotic remnant of a highly religious past. In 1987, the Secretariat of
Church Affairs reported numerous ecumenical gatherings of clergy, the laity, and young
people in various cities and towns in Thuringia to honor the 1,400-feast day of St.
Radegundis, a medieval Thuringian princess who had later become an influential ruler
and abbess in France. The commemoration culminated in a pilgrimage in Erfurt where “a
multitude gathered on the stairs of Erfurt’s cathedral, including several women in
religious orders.”565 This type of mobilization was more disconcerting still for the party
was that they enjoyed wide-scale support in East Germany’s Catholic community and
were an open display of belief that directly contradicted socialist ideology.

St. Boniface and the Establishment of East German Tradition
GDR-wide pilgrimages that involved international guests and diplomats of course
attracted the attention of state officials even more than the annual, local Wallfahrt. These
brought together not only people from every region in the GDR but also the faithful from
neighboring countries. Pilgrimages that included international guests also garnered the
attention of newspapers in the East and the West. One such event was the yearly family
pilgrimage to Huysburg, the site of a medieval Benedictine monastery. Once it was
restored as an active Benedictine monastery, the pilgrimage to the abbey drew ever more
devotees from Magdeburg, Erfurt, Leipzig, Halle, Suhl, and Gera. By 1978, what had
begun as a primarily East German-based experience attracted numerous people from
West Germany, Poland, and the Czech Republic. According to state reports, these
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international participants had not traveled together, but instead registered as relatives of
East Germans in order to attend. Still in the stable period of the 1970s, officials were
wary about Church advertising and mobilization efforts for these events and how they
influenced East German society.566 The regime’s caution echoed Walter Ulbricht’s
sentiments ten years earlier at the seventh Party Congress of the SED in 1967. At the
time, Ulbricht voiced concerns regarding confessional events, feast days, and seminars.567
Party members discussed how to counter these “anachronistic” practices in order to
strengthen the legitimate modern, socialist mission, though they made sure to clarify that
there was religious freedom in the GDR.
In fact, Catholics had enjoyed relative autonomy since the 1940s in terms of
cultivating a culture of pilgrimage within the eastern borders. Eager to return to
devotional practice after years of unrest, Catholics organized Church-wide pilgrimages as
early as the late 1940s. The first Boniface commemoration in Erfurt was, from an
institutional perspective, an important marker of the return to normalcy. After years of
inability to hold large-scale processions or pilgrimages, the Church in Germany actively
encouraged public gatherings. The Boniface events in Erfurt not only provided a venue
for adoration of Germany’s patron, but they also confirmed religious identity for
Catholics in eastern parts of Germany and for the recently arrived refugee community
from Silesia.
Commemorations of the martyred St. Boniface, the first archbishop of Mainz in
the eighth century and patron saint of Germany, continued to be an important occasion
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for Catholic Germans, both East and West, to gather. Though East Germans could not
travel to the traditional Boniface pilgrimage sites in Mainz or in Fulda, where the saint
was interred, they retraced his steps in Thuringia and participated in annual processions at
Erfurt cathedral on the saint’s feast day. In 1953 Father Hruza led four hundred East
Berliners on a pilgrimage by steamship on the Spree to a church in Erkner, where a
Boniface relic was housed. Along the way, the members of orders sang and prayed with
such enthusiasm that the captain and ship boys only stared in astonishment, while the
waitress on board forgot to bring the bill. According to a church circular, the pilgrimage
created great camaraderie among the participants.568
The 1200th anniversary in 1954 of the saint’s death was cause for an increased
number of commemorations and pilgrimages throughout both Germanys. Officials near
Halle expressed concerns about the 40,000 Catholics who traveled to the Passendorf
meadow north of Halle.569 SED officials, nevertheless, gave permission for the special
pilgrimage. The state’s leniency extended to the approval of a church to be built in the
same area that year, likely using the preservation of culture and history as grounds for
their consent and even support of religious projects. The CDU’s publication Neue Zeit
presented the St. Boniface celebration as a memorial to a historical event, rather than the
adoration of a German saint and his remains. The paper included a small report on the
Erfurt pilgrimage between longer articles regarding cultural events, like orchestral and
opera performances.570
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Many pilgrims entering Erfurt disembarked at the medieval Wartburg castle
overlooking Eisenach and home of St. Elizabeth and made their way into the city on foot.
One Redemptorist pilgrim described seeing the beauty of St. Mary’s cathedral rising in
the distance as he made his way into the city for the Boniface commemoration.571 Of the
jubilee events themselves he was delighted that around 600 members of orders and
60,000 other pilgrims, including numerous children, attended the day of prayer for peace
in the world. The Boniface events featured a figure of international importance, Caritas
president Prelate Eckert from Freiburg in Breisgau, in a period when travel between
borders was challenging. The highlight of the jubilee for devout pilgrims came on Sunday
with a reliquary procession through Erfurt with the remains of St. Boniface’s companions
Adelar and Eoban, since pilgrims in the GDR were separated from Boniface’s own
remains in Fulda by Cold War borders.572
The diocese of Erfurt organized a formal program to be printed and distributed for
the occasion. The small red booklet with an image of the saint laid out the order of the
May 23 ritual, which began with the reliquary procession led by the Bishop around the
Erfurt cathedral. The pilgrimage day ended in the afternoon with a song honoring Saints
Adelar and Eoban.573 The program also suggested where pilgrims could find affordable
housing and meals in Erfurt. The Sisters of St. Elizabeth in the region expressed pride
about the number of pilgrims who journeyed to Erfurt’s cathedral, often up to 70,000
people. The entire diocese of Erfurt helped with the sisters’ charity bazaar during the
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pilgrimage.574 The city’s records have very little in regards to the community’s reaction
to Catholic pilgrims descending on Erfurt, though the pilgrimage was no small affair, as a
photograph of the mass shows an enormous crowd of people filling the square outside of
Erfurt cathedral.
Though the St. Boniface pilgrimage certainly did not receive state funding like
later Martin Luther events in the 1980s, officials from local cadres to the State Secretary
for Church Affairs approved the Church’s annual public rituals and to some degree tacitly
sponsored pilgrimage by agreeing to keep thoroughfares and squares clear for pilgrims. If
officials were concerned about the reaction of citizens to the procession of a saint’s relics
around a public square followed by a stream of clergy in vestment and laypeople, they
did little to prevent these rituals. The continuation of pilgrimages within East Germany
can be attributed to the state’s cooperation with religious organizing. In contrast to young
communist states like China and Romania in the 1950s, the SED-regime did not pursue
aggressive educational campaigns to stamp out what would be deemed as superstitious
practice, like processing through the streets of Erfurt with St. Boniface’s relics. Instead,
these pilgrimages established new lasting traditions for the Catholic minority within the
East German borders.
By the 1960s, the Church in the East had established their own brand of
pilgrimage, often led by people in orders. In 1965 the newspaper for the Bishopric of
Limburg proclaimed that the lives of people in middle Germany had been enriched by
pilgrimages of the faithful. The article celebrated the involvement of Franciscans as well
as other faithful in one of the many annual pilgrimages to St. Mary’s Cathedral in
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Erfurt.575 The early precedents of religious travel became established rituals that provided
participants with meaningful interactions with clergy and other faithful. The participation
of the clergy and the laity in religious travel ensured that Germany’s saint would not be
easily replaced by Lenin or Marx.
Sisters, more than other participants, left a visible imprint on and gave an air of
legitimacy to gatherings, like the Boniface processions in Erfurt. Women in habits
occupied the foreground of many photographs of pilgrimages. Photos of the annual
autumn pilgrimages to the Erfurt Cathedral feature rows filled with sisters from a variety
of orders. Clergy from different parishes led Catholics every September to Erfurt to
commune at the cathedral and observe saints’ masses. St. Benno, the Catholic press out of
Heiligenstadt, printed programs every year beginning in 1955 detailing the attendance
and itinerary of each pilgrimage. By the 1970s, the programs were more open about the
participation of youth and the wider community in their observances, though women
remained the largest proportion in terms of church-wide participation.576
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Figure 7: Sisters of various orders at a Corpus Christi procession in Halle, 1954.577

St. Elizabeth of Hungary: A Socialist Saint?
Despite the recurrence of Boniface-related pilgrimages in Erfurt, Germany’s
patron failed to capture the imagination of East Germans or grew into a cult of nation in
the way that Hungarians revered the first Magyar king, St. István. It was instead the 1981
observances of the 750th anniversary of St. Elizabeth of Hungary’s death that generated
the most excitement for East German Catholics. Preparations for the 1981 event dwarfed
the annual pilgrimages to Erfurt for Elizabeth’s feast day, though there was a large-scale
precedent in 1957, when Catholics commemorated her 750th nativity.578 The 1957
pilgrimage was more limited internationally because of the political climate. Very few
international delegations received permission to attend, as it came on the heels of the
1956 Hungarian revolution and the semi-connected repression of Jesuits in the GDR.
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Still, according to the Secretariat for Church Affairs, around 70,000 pilgrims traveled to
Erfurt for the event, which ended in a candlelight vigil of more than 50,000
participants.579
The 1981 pilgrimage provided an opportunity to connect with St. Elizabeth
devotees abroad, especially since Hungary also claimed her as a daughter. The devotion
to a saint like Elizabeth who traversed geo-political boundaries speaks to the more global
Weltanschauung of East German Catholics. Unlike their Polish neighbors, they did not
represent a majority and therefore often looked outside of their borders to international
networks for solidarity and support. Though St. Elizabeth was the daughter of a
Hungarian king, she came of age, served the poor, and performed miracles as a princess
of Thuringia. Church officials first proclaimed her sainthood in Erfurt in 1236 just five
years after her death, and so it was to Erfurt’s cathedral that the devout journeyed to pay
homage to the young saint. The Hungarian-German princess and defender of the poor
embodied not only the marriage of different nationalities, but also the joining of the
socialist and Christian missions for equality.
Her commemoration also attracted more international attention than the Boniface
gatherings in Erfurt. Presiding over the celebrations were church leaders from all over the
world: Cardinal Franz König from Vienna, Laszlo Lekai, Archbishop of Esztergom and
head of the Roman Catholic Church in Hungary, Franciszek Macharski, Archbishop of
Krakow as well as bishops from Czechoslovakia, Hungary, the Soviet Union, West
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Germany, and Brazil.580 The invitation to Church officials, such as Cardinal Lekai of
Esztergom, required negotiation between state bureaucracies. Lekai’s attendance was
treated as a diplomatic visit and was negotiated in a number of letters between the
Secretary for Church Affairs in Hungary, Imre Miklos, and the GDR’s Secretary for
Church Affairs, Klaus Gysi.581 These letters revealed that secular authorities embraced at
least the diplomatic importance of the pilgrimage.
The application process and travel for other pilgrims, including members of
orders, was more mundane. They were required to register with local authorities. Many
members of Polish and West German orders received invitations from their sister houses
in East Germany. The international nature of the Elizabeth jubilee in Erfurt was reflected
even in printed programs. Bright purple pamphlets were distributed to pilgrims with
images of the saint. These included a program with translations for foreign guests and
information about the Ursuline cloister’s work with children in Erfurt.582 There seemed to
be much more open discussion of the saint’s life and her work with the poor than in past
pilgrimages. The 1981 pilgrimage truly highlighted the saint’s and the Church’s global
connections and openly celebrated members of orders who traveled from afar to reach
Erfurt.
The SED not only approved the requests of Church leaders to attend but also
approved travel for a number of pilgrims from West Germany, Poland, Hungary, and
other neighboring countries. State-documents reported on preparations for the
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commemoration and expressed concern for candlelight processions of what was expected
to be 40,000 participants.583 SED reports like this were not without some condescension
of the Church’s “classic hagiography,” which exaggerated a historical figure like
Elizabeth with fables that could not stand up to open polemic.584 By 1981, however, this
kind of anti-religious rhetoric was rarely backed by repression, and it certainly did very
little to temper the enthusiasm of the faithful who descended on Erfurt that September.
The Gray Sisters, in particular, were invigorated by preparations for their
namesake’s feast. In the year leading up to the Church-wide pilgrimage to Erfurt, the
Gray Sisters’ many institutions throughout the GDR hosted pilgrims and events
promoting the history and life of the saint. In the summer of 1981, children’s groups
visited St. Barbara house in Halle and the sisters’ retreat center in Ützdorf, where they
learned about the life of St. Elizabeth and experience what it meant to live a consecrated
life in modern society.585 Gray Sisters themselves took leave throughout the year for
special events centered on the 750th St. Elizabeth anniversary. Sisters from all over the
GDR traveled to the cloister in Chorin for a deaconate retreat, where the young sisters
from Halle performed a play of the life of St. Elizabeth.586 The years 1980 and 1981 saw
an enormous influx of visitors to the houses of the Gray Sisters, likely as a result of
adoration for St. Elizabeth. In 1980, the sisters on Mauerstraße in Halle alone hosted 529
travelers.587
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St. Elizabeth’s feast was distinctive in the way it bridged the Eastern Bloc with
the West, both culturally and economically. Sisters in West Germany, too, prepared for
the jubilee with pilgrimages, retreats, and an increased emphasis on the Catholic charity
Caritas, for which Elizabeth had long been a patron.588 These activities likely discouraged
East German officials from interfering with the saint’s celebration within their own
borders, for fear of seeming repressive toward religious freedom. The SED conducted
their own preparations for the occasion, which included meticulous documentation of
travel plans and daily programs. They made sure to account for the cost of guest lodgings
and divided international pilgrims into “capitalist” and “socialist” categories.589 Local
cadres in Erfurt prepared by meeting frequently with Church officials to coordinate
strategies for traffic and safety.590 Part of their preparation included brushing up on the
history of the saint. The information the state provided was not unfavorable; it
emphasized the young queen’s work with the poor in the Franciscan hospital in Marburg,
and in a show of generosity emphasized that devotees of the saint sought to model their
lives on her charity.591
The Catholic faithful likewise used the pilgrimage to bridge the ideological divide
between themselves and the East German state. Orders, like the Franciscans and the Gray
Sisters, underscored service to the poor and vulnerable in their seminars. Pacifism was
another major theme. Young Catholics especially discussed the dangers of nuclear war
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and prospects for disarmament.592 Perhaps most surprising to officials was a featured talk
titled “The Meaning of St. Elizabeth for Socialist Development in Her Time and Ours”
that implicitly characterized St. Elizabeth as a proto-socialist and connected her Christian
charity to certain ideals in socialism.593 A state radio program aired a talk on the eve of
the 1981 commemorations that presented St. Elizabeth’s charitable history through a
socialist lens. The announcer, Hilde Löning claimed authenticity for Erfurt’s festival
week since there “was no state involvement and no attempts to politicize the saint.”
Löning then extolled St. Elizabeth’s charitable character: “a medieval King’s daughter
and countess, who gave up her wealth and time to the hungry and sick—to be in the
company of the poor and lepers and to establish the first female religious congregation
without class distinctions. This Elizabeth would have worked well in the GDR and been
embraced by the state and the party.”594 That even state sources promoted a Catholic saint
and a pilgrimage underlined the dynamic of mutual accommodation—the state too was
willing to coopt religious figures. East European Catholic communities had revered St.
Elizabeth long before 1981 of course, but the events of her 750th feast day in Erfurt
proved the strength of a global pilgrimage community that united on the basis of timehonored tradition even in the tense Cold War atmosphere. Her cult connected East and
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West Germans but also broke language and cultural barriers between the German, Polish,
Hungarian, and Czech devotee.
Other recurring events in the late 1980s that transcended the borders of both
Germanys were annual Catholic Days, like the one in Dresden in July 1988. German
Catholics from East and West traveled to Dresden, where many West German cardinals
and bishops, such as Cardinal Ratzinger and Bishop Lehmann from Mainz, led pastoral
seminars and masses for the faithful. Orders were again at the forefront of organization
and participation in Dresden. A choir composed of Gray Sisters from all over the GDR
led in worship at masses, and the sisters set up a bazaar, where they sold selfmade goods,
the proceeds of which went to a Catholic charitable institution, “Need in the World,” that
benefited suffering in the developing world.595

Figure 8: View of St. Elizabeth Pilgrims from Cathedral Stairs, Erfurt 1981. 596
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Pilgrimage and Gender
It is somewhat ironic that so many sisters commuted to Erfurt for Boniface
commemorations, given that Boniface himself voiced concerns regarding the propriety of
female pilgrims. In 750, he wrote to Archbishop Cuthbert of Canterbury to stop women
from traveling to Rome. He cited concerns for their safety and virtue on the long,
treacherous road.597 Cloistered nuns, in particular, were discouraged from long
pilgrimages, as they had chosen the monastic ideal of prayer, contemplation, and work
rooted to one space: the priory or abbey.598 Criticisms of female pilgrimage began long
before Boniface and Carolingian authorities. Devout women, so integral in the life of the
early church in North Africa and the Roman Empire, had embarked on pilgrimages as
early as the third century. Their prospective journeys were met with criticism and fears,
though interestingly, laywomen faced fewer obstacles than nuns, whose access to travel
was restricted by Church legislation.599
The gendered issues of pilgrimage in East Germany differed significantly from
Boniface’s medieval concerns of protecting feminine virtue. Instead, it was the travel of
male orders that the state attempted to curtail. A review of existing orders in the GDR in
1955 revealed SED concerns that priests and brothers proselytized under the auspices of
holy pilgrimage.600 The Franciscans in Dingelstädt maintained Christian gravesites and
encouraged people to visit the cemetery, while their brothers on Kerbsch mountain
promoted their chapel as an important pilgrimage site. The report accused thirty
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Redemptorist monks of visibly displaying their faith in secular society by leading a
rosary procession through Heiligenstadt. As usual, most concerning to this SED
functionary were the Jesuits, who often participated in pilgrimage and could easily blend
in with ordinary citizens. Their mobility in East Germany was also distressing, as it
would be more difficult to monitor their travel and influence on the populace.601 Police
went so far as to arrest a Franciscan brother, Heinrich Lange, from the pilgrimage cloister
Kerbscher Berg for not having proper paperwork for his ministerial travels.602 Authorities
did the same to Harz pastor Ludwig Wiedelah and Jesuit Alfonso Gesinger from Brazil
for improper border crossing in 1957.603 There are no reports that suggest women in
orders were also arrested. In fact, the 1955 overview of pilgrimages that involved orders
included only a cursory mention of female participation in travel, though certainly
women in orders were more active in pilgrimages, if for no other reason than their large
numbers.
The annual women’s pilgrimage to the Franciscan cloister on Kerbschen Berg, or
Kerbsch Mountain, was an opportunity for female orders to teach laywomen and young
girls. There was also the practical desire to recruit potential novices at this pilgrimage,
especially by the 1970s when numbers began to dwindle. One novice, Sister Katherina, of
the Heiligenstädter Schulschwestern (a religious institute associated with St. Francis)
explained her decision to girls in attendance. Her duty as a novice was simple: “to lead a
holy and consecrated life.”604 In addition to participating in local or church-wide
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pilgrimage, members of orders often mapped out travel from their own histories.
Beginning in the 1970s, the provincial leader of the Gray Sisters led frequent pilgrimages
to Nysa, Poland, the city of birth of their original foundress.605
The diocese of Magdeburg planned an extended pilgrimage for all women in
orders that would end with a seminar at the Benedictine monastery at Huysburg on May
31, 1978, where their choir would also sing Vespers. Around 150 sisters met in the
morning, played games, and chatted. The chronicle of the Gray Sisters spoke to the
motivations for undertaking pilgrimages and the sentiments of belonging that journeying
together afforded their community: “…the shared experience through pilgrimage
provided spiritual encouragement, joy, and renewed courage and strength for their daily
mission.”606 Religious sisters were also often invited to lead seminars and pilgrimages.
The community of Merseburg near Halle invited a number of Gray Sisters to lead
weekend seminars that often ended in short pilgrimages.607 The declining number of
people joining orders made their participation in the ecumenical seminar a treat for
Catholics in Merseburg, who had few direct encounters with sisters.

Conflicts with the State
As evidenced by the sustained popularity of pilgrimages, East German Catholics
carved out a rich devotional culture centered on religious travel, despite the fact that it
was in direct contestation with the hegemonic ideological narrative. The seemingly
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friendly negotiation leading up to St. Elizabeth’s feast notwithstanding, participation in
ritualistic journey itself was subversive, as it linked the pilgrim to a history perceived by
SED-authorities to be oppressive and superstitious. Anthropologist Nancy Frey
contended that the pilgrim was an agent of social change, peacefully protesting aspects of
modern society with his or her feet.608 Under socialism, the act of undertaking a religious
journey was even more atypical than it would be in a country that embraced religious
traditions. East German pilgrimage was a distinctly political act, even if only to connect
Catholics to their historical predecessors and global counterparts. The voyage through
meadow, forests, and Stalinist housing blocks, to reach a mountainside chapel or the
soaring spires of a gothic cathedral transported pilgrims, at least spiritually, from
everyday real-existing socialism.
Like other socialist regimes, the SED viewed pilgrimage as an antiquated,
superstitious practice. This was evident in the sometimes condescending, sometimes
simply confused language of their reports on sacred sites, relics, and other rituals. One
such instance involved the report of children near Heiligenstadt who reportedly
experienced visions of Mary. Informants reported that the children traveled to a grotto in
a village near the border of the Federal Republic to pray to the blessed Mother. The
report concluded that the children must have prayed for so long and spoken intensively
about Mary that they believed her image to have moved. They then spread the news to
others, and the Church began to receive similar reports from “fanatical adults,” who
petitioned for the grotto to be made into an international pilgrimage site.609 It must have
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been with some relief that the diocesan investigation rejected the children’s miraculous
claims, stating instead that “as in other cases” the apparition likely resulted from “natural
causes.”610 To dampen the region’s excitement about the Marian visions, the Provost
delivered a formal pronouncement at the “Pferde-Wallfahrt” (“Horse pilgrimage”) in
Etzelsbach that there were no authentic Marian apparitions and there would be no new
pilgrimage site.611
Unlike some of its Eastern Bloc counterparts, the SED’s efforts to curtail
pilgrimage were minimal. A 1961 report expressed some bewilderment as to why Corpus
Christi was such an important feast day in the liturgical year, though the author conceded
that processions throughout the GDR were peaceful and without incident. The report
went so far as to praise the positive influence of the related “Children’s Day” (Tag des
Kindes) on state-church relations.612 The report argued that while East German Catholics
acted with great decorum, West Germans used the opportunity of Corpus Christi to
demonstrate their militarism and political clericalism. NATO-politicians, both West
German and U.S. Americans, along with members of orders (the author is likely referring
to Jesuits here) marched in full uniform in places like Augsburg, Munich, Cologne, and
Bonn.613 It is significant that in 1961, when the GDR regime most sought to distance
itself from the Federal Republic as a legitimate and autonomous German state, SED
reports would distinguish Church practice from East and West. These reports
characterized the East German Catholic community as a more benevolent, passive
610
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version of the capitalist West German Church with its vociferous, militaristic orders and
political pilgrimages.
Considering the state’s early critique of the West German pilgrimage, it is
surprising that local pilgrimage and public processions existed at all in the GDR. The
continuation of religious travel was a testament to the unique negotiation between the
state and religious communities, but pilgrimage in the GDR was not without its
difficulties. The SED continually monitored, tracked, and sometimes tried to prevent
these open displays of religious devotion. A party functionary named Bellstedt
questioned whether the annual children’s pilgrimage should be curtailed.614 Despite the
heartening fact for socialist officials that the numbers of participants had dwindled from
2,000 in 1967 to 1,300 in 1968, the SED still found the open participation of children
alongside mostly women and female orders troubling. The children’s pilgrimage ended
on Huysburg near Halberstadt with a speech from Bishop Rintelen. Bellstedt’s sources
(whether participants themselves or part of state surveillance is unclear) reassured the
Secretariat of Church Affairs that there was no political rhetoric directed at the children.
Children were not the state’s sole concern, though certainly officials took special
interest in the education of young people. A report to the Secretary of Church Affairs in
1973 detailed the precise number of coaches, passenger cars, and motorcycles that
brought the 8,600 participants to the men’s pilgrimage near Worbis (Klüßchen Hagis).
Officials even made note of the origin of each coach—from Suhl, Saalfeld, Eisenach,
Nordhausen, Weimar, and Jena. Hermann assured the minister that Bishop Aufderbeck
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tempered his attacks on “our societal order.”615 The Secretariat for Church Affairs
monitored large pilgrimages even more closely than local affairs, but they also instructed
local cadres to take note of specific priests and orders. The men’s pilgrimage to Klüßchen
Hagis usually attracted special attention because of its participants. Hartmann reported on
the 1978 pilgrimage, because Father Thomas from Dingelstädt led his church choir
through the streets. In the same year, DEFA filmed parts of the pilgrimage, though it is
unclear whether the film clips were for state records, for posterity, or for some sort of
documentary.616
In addition to negotiating the constant presence of surveillance, the devout had to
attain written permission to participate in pilgrimages, especially those that would require
extended travel. To some extent, European pilgrims were accustomed to the process of
acquiring both church and secular permission to undertake a pilgrimage. During the
medieval period, pilgrims were required to have the consent of kingly or princely
authority to traverse political borders. In the medieval period, travel was often curtailed
due to land disputes.617 A letter of blessing or safe-keeping from a prince offered some
small amount of security to the faithful traveler, especially if one were going as far as
Rome. To be sure, in socialist modernity, where authority was secular, permission from
the state did not carry the same weight or religious air as a letter of blessing from a prince
or king, though the Church had to petition the local and central authorities all the same.
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Approval from local cadres was necessary for pilgrimages even within East German
borders, and not attaining official permission meant forgoing religious travel.
Even when permission was granted, officials sometimes halted processions or
pilgrimages. The West Berlin newspaper Die Welt reported on one such instance. Though
it had occurred every year since the end of the Second World War, the People’s Police
(Volkspolizei) inexplicably blocked a youth pilgrimage departing Erfurt. They ordered the
buses to return to Erfurt and would not allow any pilgrims to disembark and continue the
traditional journey by foot.618 The Church complained to the Secretariat for Church
Affairs about such disruptions that unsurprisingly occurred more in the repressive late1950s. The parish of Hardensleben wrote to Secretary Eggerath in July 1959 to criticize
the police blockade of an important community procession. The pastor argued for the St.
Anne procession’s historical significance, a three-hundred-year-old tradition for
Catholics in the area. The pilgrims needed only to navigate the streets of a village and the
rest of the journey was through fields, ending at an old pilgrimage chapel in Glüsig. The
pastor accused authorities of deliberately allowing traffic to continue in the way of the
devout. The letter ended by stating that all of the citizens were angered by official actions
and with a plea for fairness: “They don’t understand why larger processions are allowed
in Erfurt, Heiligenstadt, Rosenthal, Berlin, and so on, but not here.”619 These impassioned
sentiments point to the fact that a variety of devotional practice existed in the GDR, and
each region cherished its traditional sacred sites.
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It is likely that East German authorities found it somewhat easier to prevent small,
regional pilgrimages than major commemorations backed by outside support. Officials
could sometimes find excuses to impede local pilgrimages. For example, in 1975, the city
of Erfurt conveniently forgot of a traditional pilgrimage that had been approved months
in advance. The regional Thuringian branch of the Ministry of Culture instead scheduled
members of a Soviet circus to perform in the precise location where the pilgrims would
begin. Disappointed Catholics had little recourse but to complain and send the
information on to a West Berlin newspaper.620
To avoid confrontation or outright rejection, bishops and priests often petitioned
the state on behalf of parishes or entire diocese. For the Boniface gathering in 1954,
Prelate Zinke notified authorities well in advance that domestic and international guests
would attend. A notice filed with the Ministry of Culture still expressed consternation
over lack of state control, and that the prelate had not been completely forthcoming. The
report listed possible dangerous guests like Archbishop Muench, a U.S. American, who
could influence citizens from Erfurt, Magdeburg, Halle, Leipzig, and Torgau.621
Though Church officials held diplomatic status, the majority of clerics and sisters
were considered regular citizens. It was therefore often difficult for parish priests and
members of orders to obtain special travel permission. The Benedictine nuns in
Alexanderdorf encountered impediments hosting members of orders from neighboring
eastern European countries, though they learned how to circumvent issues with state
bureaucracy with careful wording. Gaining travel permission was often a complicated
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and tedious process. In the 1950s and 1960s, officials in Görlitz and Dresden rejected
travel applications from priests from Hungary and neighboring Poland. To avoid this
problem, the sisters registered other orders that came to visit as relatives, since according
to SED dictates only family members were truly allowed to visit the cloister. On the day
of their arrival, guests had to register with the police in Zossen by telephone and in
writing. When the police followed up with the sisters, they must have found it odd that
their “cousins” ranged from Benedictine monks from Tyniec, Franciscan sisters from
Warsaw to West German Jesuit priests.622
More difficult still was the negotiation for travel permission by foreign news
agencies that wanted to cover pilgrimage in the GDR. Because the SED sought
legitimacy as a separate German state and did not want to be perceived as completely
repressive, it granted permission to some Catholic journalists. Western journalists either
attended most pilgrimages and processions or were sent photographs from Catholics in
the GDR. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) and the Bavarian Süddeutsche
Zeitung regularly reported on pilgrimages within socialism. A 1950s edition of the FAZ
featured a large image of a Palm Sunday procession through Heiligenstadt. The
photograph revealed a huge cross and hundreds of people processing the Eichsfeld
city.623
In 1981, the regime approved numerous applications for journalists from West
Germany who wanted to attend the 750th St. Elizabeth commemorations. The SED
allowed Catholic writers Reinhold Lehmann and Hans Knapp to spend time recording the
lives of East German Catholics and orders in the GDR in the weeks preceding the
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Elizabeth pilgrimage, though they were under constant surveillance. The reporters visited
the popular pilgrimage site of Wartburg, took photos of preparations for the Elizabeth
pilgrimage, visited sisters in St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Eisenach, and traveled twelve
kilometers to another Elisabeth site—a chapel on the Werra river. Heinz Leuchtmann,
presumably their official escort for the trip, reported matter-of-factly of religious sites
and encounters with members of orders and priests.624 His casual manner perhaps
indicated that the state deemed these sites as part of cultural heritage or that pilgrimage
and interaction with those in consecrated vocations was considered part of the everyday
experience by 1981, especially in the Catholic region of Eisenach.
Aside from travel restrictions and escorts, there were practical concerns that
would be the same in any modern, bureaucratic state: road closings, traffic control, police
to ensure safety and the adherence to city ordinances. Numerous state bodies cooperated
to ensure procedure was met for pilgrimages that connected different locales or even
regions. The state prepared well in advance with church officials for the annual autumn
pilgrimage that attracted men, women, children, the old, the sick, and numerous orders to
Erfurt. With so many people and events in the city—from outdoor choir performances to
celebrations of the Eucharist in the city center—local officials Blocked off roads and
repaired public transit. The pilgrimage in 1975 attracted even larger numbers of believers,
both domestic and international, as Cardinal Karol Woytila of Krakow (later Pope John
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Paul II) gave the opening address. The city of Erfurt accommodated the crowds by
extending the rail system and tightening security for “the safety of visitors.”625
Even shorter inter-city processions, like those on Corpus Christi, required the
collaboration of numerous departments. The annual Corpus Christi observation in
Heiligenstadt began in the Marienwiese (Meadow of Mary) then continued with a
procession of laity, orders, and priests down Peterstraße, through the Lauen gate, to the
Cathedral square and ended with a celebration of the Eucharist on the Cathedral stairs.
Officials expressed concern nearly every year about how to “control” similar processions
occurring simultaneously in other Catholic communities in the GDR.626 Before
permission could be granted for any pilgrimage, large or small, parishes, orders, or the
entire diocese was asked to submit a list of all participants. From the bureaucrat’s
perspective, this was a common practice used to track the number of citizens traipsing
through the countryside with wooden crucifixes or behind a procession of priests in
liturgical vestment or order sisters in habits. Officials also requested to know the exact
path taken by travelers. Two rather small pilgrimages on Trinity Sunday were rejected in
1962, one on the grounds of military measures and the second because the parish had not
supplied names in a timely manner.627 State documents rarely clarified the reaction of
secular crowds to the Catholic faithful, but it would have been very challenging to Block
observers in Erfurt or Berlin or villages along the way to pilgrimage sites. The paper trail
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left by the practice of East German pilgrimage indicated that the SED continued to be
troubled by the outward display of faith in their socialist society.
Though the SED never attempted to completely stop pilgrimages within the GDR,
party officials did try to define and implement restricted borders for religious travel. One
such ordinance that limited pilgrims traveling to the Franciscan site of Hülfensberg came
unsurprisingly in 1961. Local officials detailed in exacting terms how many kilometers
from the border the devout could travel, something difficult to know precisely when en
route. The order forbade pilgrims from entering prohibited zones for the purpose of
border security and their own safety. It also discouraged large numbers of pilgrims,
though it is significant it did not completely forbid religious travel from Geismar,
Grosstöpfer, Wiesenfeld, and Kella to Hülfensberg. In fact, the state even acknowledged
the area’s deep history and meaning for Catholics in the region, revealing if not a
complete understanding, certainly a tolerance of historic practice. In a letter to the Bishop
of Erfurt, the provost of Heiligenstadt attempted to adapt to new political realities by
responding to the state’s increase border restrictions with his own suggestions for how
Catholics in the area could still journey to special pilgrimage sites, like the Franciscan
chapel at Hülfensberg.628
Yet in 1962, the Bishop of Erfurt once more found himself assuring regional
cadres regarding the next year’s pilgrimages to Hülfensberg. In a long telephone
conversation, three representatives of the regional council and two clergy outlined the
precise nature and itinerary of the pilgrimage to Hülfensberg. In no uncertain terms, the
state officials limited the number of participants, which days they could travel, and how
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close to the western border they could stray. The bishop reassured the council that the
destination and property that belonged to the Church and the Franciscans held no great
value, save for that of the spiritual variety.629 These tedious negotiations and strict
demands on pilgrimage illustrated that, though tolerated, the act of pilgrimage was never
a comfortable reality for GDR officials.
In the strongly Catholic Eichsfeld region, the state conceded more in terms of
religious practice. Secular Berlin, the center of East German authority, was another story.
For Catholics in Berlin, the Berlin Wall was the most tangible impediment to pilgrimage
within their diocese. The Catholic diocese in Berlin was never divided and did not reflect
the political bifurcation of East and West. The diocesan cathedral St. Hedwig’s, located
in East Berlin, was a focal point for Berlin’s Catholics and hosted commemorative
events, processions, and pilgrimages. After the construction of the Berlin Wall, the
Archbishop of Berlin’s office was flooded with letters from concerned clergy, orders, and
laypeople petitioning to travel from the West to St. Hedwig’s cathedral. Still in the late
1960s, West Berliners complained about restrictions on travel that prohibited them from
participating in events at the cathedral. In 1967, the priest of a West Berlin congregation
petitioned the prior, a Jesuit, to allow his congregation to undertake a pilgrimage to a
chapel in Viterbo dedicated to St. Hedwig on the saint’s feast day, since they realized that
“there was no hope for West Berliners to celebrate at St. Hedwig’s cathedral.”630 Under
the strict travel regulations of the 1960s, it would be more realistic for them to undertake
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a longer journey to St. Hedwig’s birthplace. Here, the spatial constraints placed on East
Germans had larger ramifications on the entire German Catholic community. Because of
these divisions and the need for Catholics in the West and the East to seek out
alternatives to traditions, the congregations and orders began to think of themselves as
divided as well.
The division of East and West as two autonomous German states was something
that the SED hoped the restriction of travel would accomplish. To a large extent, the
party’s efforts during the 1950s and early 1960s were successful in dividing church
communities and causing East German orders to establish their own centers of authority.
Smaller pilgrimages within the GDR’s borders were not as troubling as events that
attracted international attention or caused Catholics to travel elsewhere. Because of its
desire to be acknowledged as a legitimate state, the SED carefully negotiated with the
Church and hesitated to curtail too much diplomatic freedom. Officials often adapted
their stance depending on the political climate, and as a result, never had a firm official
policy regarding pilgrimage and religious travel.
The somewhat benign state neglect and the allowances of pilgrimage and large
church gatherings changed in the late 1950s with the establishment of the Secretariat for
Church Affairs and increased surveillance on clergy. Western travel to East Germany had
been in large part allowed for the 1954 Boniface commemorations. By 1957, however,
even the act of West Berliners visiting an East German cemetery was seen as explicitly
religious and political. A colleague in the Secretariat for Church Affairs wrote to
Secretary Eggerath that the frequency with which West Berliners, especially those of the
clergy, were traveling to cemeteries presented a political problem. He expressed dismay
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at the amount of religious travel to cemeteries especially on the fringes of Berlin and
suggested that cemetery visitors, whether laity or clergy, be granted only day passes.631
His letter was likely a response to the influx of cemetery visitors on All Saint’s Day, a
day when people traditionally clean and light candles at the graves of the departed. The
report lamented the fact that they used the excuse of Good Friday, saints’ feast days,
Easter, and other Church holidays in the liturgical year to traverse the borders.
Certainly, men and women in vocational life played a central role in organizing
pilgrimages and travel for Catholic congregations. The SED recognized their leadership
in these activities and expressed concern about how these public events might influence
East German citizens. In an overview from June 1959, Eggerath accused orders,
especially the Jesuits, of targeting the very heart of socialist society by proselytizing in
factories in Catholic areas. Eggerath characterized church conferences, pilgrimages,
processions, and large events as an attempt to exert influence over youth. He proceeded
to list a number of the offending Jesuits: Father Mianecki, who assembled young East
Germans and traveled to a youth day in West Berlin, Father Kaisig, who led men, youth,
and boys on a pilgrimage to the monastery of St. Marienstern (which he called MariaStern) at Pentecost in 1959, and Father Saft who for many years had been responsible for
influencing student populations in Erfurt and Weimar.632
The participation of young people continued to be a central concern for officials.
The Berlin Wall and increased border security in the 1960s prevented travel between
Germanys, but it could not prevent the continuous threat of religious education from

631

SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 2363, “Friedhofbesuch von Westberliner Bürger,” dated from 11 November

1957.
632

SAPMO-BArch DY 30/ IV 2/14/241.

252

within. The region of Halle reported fears that too many children were still attending
family pilgrimages in 1985, at a time when most of East German society was secularized.
The colleague, Roth, in the regional office for Church Affairs detailed that of 700
participants in an annual pilgrimage to a cloister on Petersberg, thirty percent were
children from the ages of eight to twelve, while twenty percent were adolescents from
fourteen to sixteen.633 Perhaps the SED had cause for concern—in 1985, the six
traditional youth pilgrimages (from Berlin, Dresden, Görlitz, Magdeburg, Schwerin, and
Erfurt) were well attended. The deputy who compiled the overview included a note of
urgency to investigate why the numbers of participants in Magdeburg had increased since
1985.634
A particularly troubling instance for the state was in 1962 when a young Soviet
soldier in Erfurt joined a traditional youth pilgrimage.635 This incident was alarming to
officials not only because of his participation, but because he processed in uniform
alongside 6,000 Catholic adolescents. The Berlin-based Petrusblatt even picked up the
story. There is little information on what the repercussions were for the young soldier, but
such instances undermined state authority by highlighting the appeal of traditional,
religious practices, even for soldiers of the Red Army, over whom the East German state
had no control and little means to influence.
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As travel restrictions relaxed slightly in the 1970s, religious orders requested to
participate in ecumenical events and observances on both sides of the Cold War divide.
High ecclesiastical dignitaries—usually bishops—petitioned the state on behalf of other
clerics and laypeople to grant travel privileges. A sister of the Order of St. Hedwig was
permitted to travel in March 1970 to St. Hedwig’s cathedral in the GDR for services there
with other sisters in her order, though just three years earlier in 1967 state officials had
forbidden West Berliners to travel to St. Hedwig’s cathedral.636
Despite Honecker’s promises in the 1970s to ease private travel restrictions, the
Secretariat for Church Affairs still carefully monitored and documented religious
pilgrimage until the end of the GDR. Pilgrimages that involved male orders, in particular,
drew the attention of officials. For instance, the SED documented a relatively small-scale
pilgrimage of 2,000 people to the Ignatius chapel near Heiligenstadt. Its significance was
perhaps overstated because it was led by Jesuits. The file included an article from the
Munich-based Catholic News Agency (KNA) applauding the bravery and magnanimity
of East-Berlin Jesuits,637 praise that must have, to some extent, rankled SED members.
Cadres collected not only correspondences and newspapers from the GDR, but
also West German newspaper articles and any report concerning religion or alleged
repression in the East. The SED-state was clearly interested in the goings-on and
influences of western Catholic orders, as they frequently reported on pilgrimages from
Cologne to Paris. Of particular concern of course were western pilgrimages that brought
the devout close to the East German border. A clipping from a Sunday edition of Die
Welt in 1977 described a 1000-kilometer pilgrimage on foot undertaken by laity and
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orders Le Mans in France to Paderborn. No pilgrimage within the GDR would have
lasted thirty-five days as this particular pilgrimage did. Cadres underlined sentences and
key information in many articles deemed useful for dealing with religious travel.
Whoever filed information about the Le Mans to Paderborn pilgrimage was careful to
highlight the historical continuity—the fact that the faithful honored their predecessors,
who in 836 carried with them on the same route the holy relics of Saint Liborius.638 How
must have socialist cadres perceived these practices and why record rituals and
pilgrimages outside of their borders with such diligence? It could have been for fear of
what pilgrimages in the GDR could become if not limited. The state’s meticulous records
of religious communities outside of East Germany was also likely due to the fact that the
faithful in its own society had communication with the Church international. This was
particularly important to officials when orders and general clergy began traveling outside
of the confines of East Germany.

Pilgrimage to Historic Christendom—Rome and the East
For the first time in 1978, orders from the GDR sent representatives to participate
in general counsels. They were allowed to stay only one month, but the chronicler of the
Gray Sisters in Halle expressed joy at this small victory and hope that visits to Rome
become regular. Indeed, by 1980, the state approved travel for two sisters who were
invited to attend a commission to draft a new constitution. Sister Roswitha was able to
extend her stay for another month, in order to “spend more time in Rome,”639 which
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indicates that by 1980, members of the religious institutions had the freedom to combine
church business with tourism and the flexibility to plan travel itineraries with fewer
restrictions. The casual manner in which the chronicler in Halle reports travels to Rome
in the late1980s testifies to this newfound travel autonomy. Three sisters were permitted
to spend three weeks of vacation in Rome in May to explore the city. They extended their
stay to Pentecost in order to experience Pope John Paul II’s opening of the Marian Year,
which coincided with the publication of his sixth encyclical, Redemptoris Mater
(“Mother of the Redeemer”).640
The Marian Year of 1987 seemed to rejuvenate and reconnect the East German
Church with the Church internationally. A delegation from bishops over all over the
world, including East Germany, joined Polish pilgrims to travel to the Benedictine
pilgrimage cloister St. Annaberg in western Poland.641 Even more momentous for the
Catholic community, the Bishop of Berlin, Cardinal Meisner, the bishop of DresdenMeißen, Gerhard Schaffran, and the West Berlin bishop, Wolfgang Weider, along with
members of orders and priests, accompanied 260 pilgrims from West Berlin and the GDR
to the beloved French Marian pilgrimage site in Lourdes. The majority of the pilgrims
were either the infirm or doctors and nurses belonging to the Order of Malta. The Church
proclaimed the pilgrimage to be one of many ways to serve the greater world community
during the Marian year.642
These kinds of spiritual experiences and engagement with the Church in a global
context provided a sense of rejuvenation and unity for congregations that had been
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limited for decades by more authoritarian travel restrictions. The ability to participate in
and observe important moments for the Church in Rome, or even more exotic locales like
the Holy Land, contributed to a sense of solidarity with the wider body of believers, but
more personal effects and aspirations should not be overlooked. These pilgrimages to
Rome and the Vatican gave members of orders a renewed spiritual purpose. The Sisters
of St. Elizabeth in Halle rejoiced when they were finally able to send three
representatives to the congregation’s “Roman Seminar” after the political changes in the
Eastern Bloc.643 By the late 1980s and early 1990s, religious orders could undertake
international pilgrimages and return to their institutions, whether in poor villages or
nestled between Stalinist Block-housing, with stories of the Holy Father, snippets of
conversations with priests and fellow sisters and brothers, and images of the sprawling,
ancient Roman cityscape that most of them had only read about in their histories.
The more fluid travel of the 1980s changed to some extent the nature of East
German pilgrimage and linked sisters and brothers into an international economy that
sometimes blurred devotional travel and tourism. Yet even in socialism there was a small
economy centered on religious travel. Pilgrimage, not only in the Christian tradition, has
long generated capital for local and world economies through local and mass-produced
devotional objects. In the medieval period, pilgrims to the Holy Land returned to Europe
bearing pilgrim badges, reproductions of holy images, woodcuttings, and even phials of
martyrs’ blood. The creation and marketing of holy remembrances was introduced to
western pilgrims through the Byzantine eastern traditions.644 Craftsmen in the East set up
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stalls in front of cathedrals, shrines, and holy places to sell medals, mementos, and Holy
Land ampullae, which were said to impart miracles. In today’s global economy it is not
uncommon to leave a cathedral or pilgrimage site with official goods or trinkets from
street vendors, from saint icons for the fridge to pope umbrellas. This type of
commercialization of pilgrimage was strictly forbidden in the GDR, though as
mentioned, sisters used church-wide gatherings to promote charities and raise money and
awareness for the poor and vulnerable.
When clergy were able to travel internationally, they often blended religious
travel with tourism. An eighty-year old Franciscan in Halberstadt remembered a special
trip to the pilgrimage site Werl and his hometown in West Germany, though in 1961, he
had to decline the invitation from a Franciscan provincial, Father Westemeyer, in the
West due to his age and the difficulty of attaining an inter-zone pass for religious
travel.645 Later it became easier for orders to combine excursions and pilgrimage. In
1977, the Gray Sister’s choir in Halle performed in a mass in Bernau, but then spent the
reset of the day as tourists in Ützdorf.646 A 1981 letter from Pastor Manfred Ackermann
in Berlin on behalf of sisters in Berlin requested permission for a pilgrimage to the Maria
Immaculata-Haus in Strausberg. The trip would combine prayer, meditation, and
confession with coffee, lunch, and a long visit with the Sisters of John in Strausberg.
Afterwards, the sisters from East Berlin would attend a workweek in Birkenwerder.647
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The state discouraged orders and other clergy who traveled to places outside of
the Eastern Bloc, like Strausberg, from returning with capitalist souvenirs. Certainly, the
SED forbade large amounts of religious tracts, pamphlets, and educational material for
fear of proselytizing, as the 1957 Biesdorfer Process against the Jesuits revealed.
Nevertheless, pilgrims returned with special mementos from their journeys. Travelers
visiting convents or institutes in the East also brought with them information and goods
from the outside world, some with great spiritual significance. A bishop brought the
Franciscans at Kerbsch Mountain a stone from the grave of St. Francis in Assisi for their
newly renovated pilgrimage church. He suggested to Father Innozenz that the stone be
placed in the wall under an image of Francis with the words “Assisi—Kerbschen Berg”
in order to connect the cloister to its roots.648
Officials had little problem conceding the appropriation of stones for cultural and
building purposes, even if they were imbued with holy significance. What the SED did
try to curtail was the diffusion of educational material and the selling of religious-themed
mementos. It was particularly alarming to cadres in Magdeburg when market stands
appeared in the courtyard at the annual family pilgrimage to the Benedictine abbey on
Huysburg. These included a bookseller, specializing in children’s books, a puppet stall,
and a Caritas stand that sold candles, saint’s icons, and jewelry. The report filed with the
Ministry of Church Affairs expressed ambivalence towards the selling of these wares,
since Caritas the proceeds would benefit lepers in Africa.649 At least he could feel
reassured in the fact that he studied the children’s books and confirmed that they
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contained no religious themes.650 Church vendors sold cards and mementos at most large
pilgrimages and events, especially those in Erfurt, where they set up on the outskirts of
the square in front of the cathedral. The annual youth pilgrimages to the Erfurt cathedral
featured keepsakes clearly targeted for young people. One peculiar postcard from the
1976 youth pilgrimage featured a young man shaving on a beach, while another shirtless
young man holds a mirror for him. The message on the back was a quote from Jesuit
Father Delp: “If love and goodness came through a person, bringing a little more light
and truth into the world, then that is a life well-lived.”651
The festive atmosphere of youth pilgrimages or events like the family pilgrimage
to Huysburg contributed to a religious travel culture that combined devotion with
tourism. In a society with strict travel laws, pilgrimage afforded Catholics the opportunity
to see some of the countryside, enjoy a retreat at a cloister, or celebrate the Eucharist with
Polish or Czech pilgrims under the shadow of the Erfurt cathedral.
In the same vein, not all travel for people in orders was religiously motivated, a
fact to which the Gray Sisters’ annual ski trip to Oberhof attested.652 In the more stable
period of the 1970s and 80s, more often retreats and seminars were combined with
tourism for the members of orders. Sisters traveled more frequently on day trips outside
of the GDR depending on their location. Elderly sisters in Halle were taken on a bus tour
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of Lichtenstein for a “small change to the routine” in October of 1977.653 Their records
are also filled with mention of shorter trips within East Germany that began much earlier.
Many Gray Sisters who lived in cities like Halle or Berlin looked forward to frequent
excursions to the village of Ützdorf, where they could stay at one of their sister
institutions. In 1985, older sisters from Halle festively decorated the rental vans that
would carry them to Ützdorf. A favorite activity at this retreat was to take motorboat
tours on Lake Liepnitz.654
It is difficult to imagine that a flower and streamer bedecked van, or a motorboat
full of sisters would go unnoticed by passersby or East German on holiday. The question
then is to what extent their increasingly frequent travel within the GDR normalized their
presence as part of socialist society. By the 1980s, East Germany was even more
secularized than it had been at the beginning of the 1950s or 1960s. Indeed, school
children visiting the Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf knew so little about religion that
the nuns found themselves explaining basic Christian iconography, like the crucifix and
were amused that each of the schoolchildren said farewell to the man on the cross as they
departed.655 In these increasing interactions with the East German community outside of
the cloister walls, sisters were put in contact with people who seldom identified as
Christian. For the nuns, it was an opportunity to impart information about Christian life
and faith. According to the sisters at St. Gertrud, these encounters were well received,
indicating the receptiveness of even non-Christians to an outward expression of faith, and
there were few more striking instances than a nun in full habit.
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Conclusion
The 1980s exposed the East German devout to ever more interaction with
international networks through hosting guests from abroad and through their own travels,
yet most religious orders in eastern Germany continued in service to their local
communities as they had in 1945. By 1989 the Catholic community in East Germany had
established a strong identity that was distinct from their counterparts in the Federal
Republic, evidenced in the flourishing of local shrines, pilgrim chapels, and a cult of
regional saints. The persistent devotion of the faithful ensured that sacred pilgrimage sites
became fixtures in the East German landscape.
The inviolability of spaces like the Franciscan-managed chapel at Klüschen Hagis
or the Benedictine monastery of Huysburg was even acknowledged by wider secular
society. The state’s ambivalent and often contradictory policies towards pilgrimage
indicated that officials likely never thought they would have to account for the longevity
of ritual pilgrimage within socialism, and to some extent, reveals a willingness to bend
for tradition in the same way that the devout adapted to authoritarian socialism. State
support for historic preservation likewise testified to an acceptance of the cultural, if not
spiritual, significance of pilgrimage sites.
Despite their lack of knowledge regarding theology or church practice, evidence
points to the fact that East Germans accepted and normalized the sight of religious orders
in processions and pilgrimage and their role in socialist society more broadly. As
Chapters 1 and 2 illuminated, most people, even state officials, came to believe that
religious institutions had more positive effects than negative, so the sight of a group of
sisters on holiday or leading a pilgrimage was likely not shocking within East German
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borders. Secular communities even embraced the presence of a cloister or church
institution as an integral part of local character. These sites—from sacred destinations
housing relics to simple religious houses and confessional hospitals—functioned as
meeting places for international pilgrims and visitors, but also as apolitical spaces where
the faithful could express ideas that were not entirely East or West, ancient or modern.
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CHAPTER 4
THE COLD WAR CONVENT: MOTHER TERESA, THE
“CATHOLIC PUBLIC SPHERE”, AND INTERNATIONAL
EXCHANGE
Introduction
In 1981, the secretary for the Bishop of Dresden-Meißen, reached out to Mother
Teresa of Calcutta regarding establishing a convent and center for the poor in Karl-MarxStadt (now Chemnitz). According to the then secretary Father Gaar, the seventy-oneyear-old sister chuckled and responded, “I never thought it possible that Karl Marx would
open such doors.”656 Mother Teresa had already visited West Germany numerous times
in the 1970s and early 1980s. She had also spent time in East Berlin in 1980, where she
appointed four sisters from her congregation, Missionaries of Charity, in St. Hedwig’s
Hospital.657 SED officials were wary of the foreign religious influence—the Stasi
followed Mother Teresa and photographed her participation in a public Corpus Christi
procession in East Berlin.658 Yet, the GDR state was also cognizant of the fact that the
world was closely following Mother Teresa’s treatment by Eastern Bloc authorities. The
Central Committee eventually approved the charitable center, but not without some
internal debate. One member of the Politburo wrote a letter questioning why Mother
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Teresa needed a second establishment staffed by foreign sisters, when one already existed
in Berlin. The letter complained that a decision would have to be reached quickly, as
“Bishop Schaffran and Cardinal Meisner had given short notice with this request.”659 The
SED circulated and kept on file a detailed history of Mother Teresa from her birth in
Skopje in 1910 to receipt of international accolades, including the Noble Peace Prize and
the “Bharat Ratna,” India’s highest distinction. The Central Committee’s report made
special note of her time in West Germany, especially appearances at two Katholikentag
(Catholic Assembly) in Freiburg and West Berlin.660 Finally in August, the Secretariat for
Church Affairs wrote to local cadres in Karl-Marx-Stadt informing them that the Central
Committee had approved Bishop Schaffran’s request to establish a residence for the
Missionaries of Charity.661 When Mother Teresa visited the sisters in Karl-Marx-Stadt in
1984, the mayor received instructions from the Politburo to greet Mother Teresa, who
had diplomatic status, and drive her to the convent.662 He met her with flowers and an
illustrated book of Karl-Marx-Stadt.663 Klaus Gysi, then State Secretary for Church
Affairs, later acknowledged that East Germans “treasured the charitable work of the
Catholic Church, and above all religious sisters,” but with the caveat that this respect was
for work where charity was truly needed “in India and other developing countries.”664
By the 1970s, the Church’s international networks were a central part of Catholic
life in the GDR, despite the state’s attempt to minimize their influence. Members of
religious orders working in Caritas and other Catholic peace and relief charities had laid
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the groundwork for interfacing with the global community. The celebrity and positive
reception of Catholic figures like Mother Teresa and the Polish Pope John Paul II
generated global admiration for people in religious vocation. Mother Teresa, an Albanian
woman who founded the Missionaries of Charity in Calcutta to minister to “the poorest of
the poor,” defied Cold War labels, though she was certainly cognizant of religious
repression under communism; her country of birth had some of the harshest policies
toward religion.665 In the 1980s, Mother Teresa expanded her ministries to communist
countries, including East Germany. She advocated for the victims of the nuclear power
plant accident at Chernobyl and offered help in wake of the 1988 earthquake in
Armenia.666 Mother Teresa came to embody Christian social justice, the dynamism of the
Church in the Global South, and the vitality of female orders. The fact that she was
greeted with equal amounts of enthusiasm in East Berlin as in the Catholic stronghold of
Munich challenged the notion of a bifurcated Cold War world. More important in the
context of orders in the GDR, Mother Teresa proved that Catholic congregations and
institutes could effect change, even where Catholics were a minority.

Religious Orders and the Catholic Subculture
Historian Wolfgang Tischner has pointed out that a distinct Catholic identity
developed in the GDR precisely because of the Church’s marginal status.667 In Eastern
Bloc countries where Catholics were a majority like Poland, the Church, and especially
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local priests and lay organizers, also succeeded in creating “free spaces” where
discussion, protest, and democratic processes could develop.668 In Poland, these spaces
were not regulated by the communist state and fostered the growth of protest movements
in the 1970s and 1980s. In the GDR, however, the Catholic public sphere did not result in
direct opposition, which differentiated it from its Protestant counterpart in the GDR as
well. In this way, the nature of of the Catholic public sphere in East Germany challenges
scholarship on the public sphere, in that it was much more about adaptation than overt
resistance.669 Instead, the development of charity, ritual, and an active Catholic press in
the first few years after the war contributed to a separate mentality for East German
Catholics that existed outside of the political sphere. The Catholic community in East
Germany never experienced state-sponsorship and cooperation to the extent that the
Protestant Church did, for instance, in organizing the Martin Luther celebrations in 1983
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to commemorate the 500th anniversary of the reformer’s birth.670 Because there was little
organizing between the socialist state and Catholic communities, Catholic culture
developed a more distinct personality, separated from the secular power apparatus.
The strength of this “subculture within socialism” was evidenced by the
mobilization of East German Catholics for events like the 750th St. Elizabeth pilgrimage
in 1981, Katholikentag held in Dresden in 1987, and the Ecumenical Convocation for
Peace, Justice and the Conservation of Creation in 1988 and 1989 in Dresden and
Magdeburg.671 The 1987 Dresden assembly, in particular, brought Church leaders from
all over the globe to East Germany and was made successful by the participation of lay
members and religious orders. The success of the Katholikentag in one of East
Germany’s cultural centers reflected the culmination of years of negotiation and
adaptation between the SED state and religious communities, but also what Bernd
Schaefer termed an “alternative public sphere.”672 The state’s policies that denied
Christians a range of career options created a group of disaffected individuals in socialist
society, who organized a semi-public sphere with other nonconformists during the 1980s
to discuss reform from within the GDR.673 In the Protestant context, disenchantment
manifested itself in two seemingly contradictory ways: increased marginalization and the
creation of direct political opposition in the 1980s or conformity to socialist ideology
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beginning in the 1970s with the formula the “Church in Socialism.”674 The Protestant
Church’s cooption of SED rhetoric coupled with general secularization may have
contributed to the drastic decline of its membership from 81 percent of the Christian
population to 25 percent in 1989.675 The numbers of Catholics declined as well due to
immigration to the West (dropping in 1989 to about 5 percent of the total population, or
one million, of religious East Germans), but relative to other denominations, Catholicism
remained stable and its character distinct in socialism.676 The Catholic Church, unlike the
Protestant Church, had an extensive international and historic network of men and
women in vocational life committed solely to the Church and the welfare of its people, a
factor that stabilized and sheltered Catholic life and nurtured a semi-public sphere for the
devout.
The Catholic community in the GDR could therefore attribute its viability as a
strong subculture largely to religious institutes. Orders established spaces for East
Germans to interact within a semi-public sphere that was free from constant political
pressure and secular hierarchies. The notion of the convent as a secure space for ritual
practice and religious discourse added to the sanctity of these establishments and paved
the way for them to become centers for international exchange in the 1980s. During the
last two decades of the GDR, members of East German orders became an integral part of
Catholic diplomacy and a bridge between western congregations and the repressed East.
The following examines the liberating and sacred nature of convents in socialist East
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Germany, the development of a semi-public sphere in these spaces, and finally the
international exchanges that occurred because of the vitality of Roman Catholic
congregations in East Germany.

The Convent as Liberating Space
To develop a Catholic subculture that included ritual, open exchange, and
international correspondence, there first needed to be spaces secure from political control.
In East Germany, religious congregations were in a unique situation to provide such sites
for Catholic practice. Extensive negotiations between the Church and state had preserved
Catholic institutes in the 1950s, and the charitable work and visible ritual practice of
those in religious vocations ensured that these establishments became the focal point of
Catholic life in the GDR. Because of their inviolable nature—set apart from the secular—
convents and cloisters represented freedom for East German Catholics. Laypeople,
clergy, and others in vocational life could convene at religious institutes to celebrate
mass, for seminars, pilgrimage, prayer, to educate children, or simply to commune with
other devoted Catholics.
For women in a publicly male-dominated society, a convent was especially
liberating as a space free from political rhetoric and the pressures of secular and Church
hierarchies. Scholars have detailed the various advantages monastic life afforded women
in pre-modern Europe. A convent, or a cloister more specifically, could provide an escape
from the pressures of familial control and offered opportunities for education and
creativity. Women also used the convent to gain political power.677 Nuns from both
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Christian and non-Christian traditions have written about the relation of personal freedom
and cloistered life. For Buddhist nuns in nineteenth-century China, for instance, the
monastery was a refuge from civil unrest, poverty, and the pressures of wife- and
motherhood.678
From their nineteenth-century beginnings in Protestant-dominated states, the Gray
Sisters of St. Elizabeth benefited from this type of independence from male-dominated
society. Though they did not live in strict enclosure like contemplative orders, the sisters
of St. Elizabeth provided each other with a system of support and community that
allowed them to continue ambulatory care in places like Halle, where sisters often would
stand vigil with the sick in their own apartments, an action that for a woman would have
traditionally been perceived as lacking propriety.679 It was for this sense of autonomy that
Red Cross Sisters moved from Berlin to Alexanderdorf where they established the priory
of St. Gertrud in the early 1930s.680 The nuns at St. Gertrud’s priory expressed the
identity of the cloister as independent but also as an integral part of the Church. No
matter the political situation, a cloister reflected the resiliency and continuity of the
religious life.681 The Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf acknowledged the indirect
influence politics had on the life of the communities they served, but because the sisters
could live together as a community, unlike places like Czechoslovakia or Hungary, they
remained set apart from secular authorities. The women of St. Gertrud were more
connected to a monastic past dedicated to serving God than they were to socialist society.
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Yet, the nuns made it their mission to serve the people in the GDR by offering a
sacrosanct space where anyone could find “solace, revitalization, and assurance.”682 The
continued vitality of these communities coupled with a sense of otherworldliness created
a secure space for religious women and guests.
The secular community too treated traditional abbeys and their inhabitants in the
GDR with a special kind of reverence, perhaps because of their historical connections.
For the devout, convents created nostalgia for a more vibrant era of Catholic life. At a
conference in 1990, Benedictine Sister Wallburga described the often-embarrassing
reverence afforded nuns in public spaces: “The esteem held by the majority of people in
the GDR for nuns was rather high. When we—always dressed in habits—were out and
about, people greeted us with kindness, respect, and often-excessive veneration. Many of
us were embarrassed that we received special treatment from authorities, in state-run
health services, and even shopping… sometimes waiting for a train or in a queue, people
sought to engage sisters in dialogue.”683
Though women religious were often perceived as oddities, East Germans by and
large respected sisters and believed them to be trustworthy and accepted their presence in
socialist society as something positive.684 The reverence held for women and men in
habits transferred to the spaces they occupied, creating a sense that the convent was
sacred and set apart from the mundane. In 1984, the monks of the abbey on Huysburg,
one of the most beloved pilgrimage destinations in East Germany, celebrated the 900th
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anniversary of a Benedictine presence on the site. Though at the time only six monks,
three novices, and one postulant lived in the abbey, the cultural significance of the only
Benedictine monastery in the GDR attracted lay Catholics, pilgrims, and especially
sisters and brothers of East German orders.685 Just eleven years earlier in the fall of 1973,
the site had once again become an active monastery with an edict signed by the Polish
abbot Von Tyniec. Since 1952, the Romanesque church and sacristy on the Huy hill
range had been used as a branch seminary for the East German part of the diocese of
Paderborn. Catholics in Magdeburg and in nearby Halberstadt celebrated the return of
Benedictine monks to manage the monastery and safeguard the tomb of the first abbot of
Huysburg, the Blessed Ekkehard. A report from the Secretariat for Church Affairs listed
the numerous activities of the monks at Huysburg:
The present day tasks of the Benedictines on the Huy are guided by the order’s
maxim ‘prayer and work,’ which includes the introduction of new members to
monastic life and Benedictine spirituality, spiritual service to the pastoral
seminar—an establishment for the education of priests in our Republic—, help
with pilgrimages, retreats, and spiritual exercises for clerics and sisters,
accommodation for guests, theological discussions and ecumenical contact, and
support in pastoral care for the convent’s church and in the surrounding region.686
It was evident that SED authorities had a clear idea of the amount of interaction and
activity that occurred within monasteries and convents. Surprisingly, they seemed to
approve, or at least tolerate, the cultivation of such spaces of discourse for the Catholic
community. This could partially be attributed to the socialist state’s growing awareness
that Catholic orders were not unified, militant arms of Vatican power. In 1973, cadres in
the Secretariat of Church Affairs expressed admiration for the “Red Abbot” Giovanni
Franzoni, who as an outspoken communist, protested military actions in Vietnam. The

685
686

SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 1309: Kath. Kirche - Orden, 1955-1989 St. Hedwigsblatt 36, 15 August 1984.
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5165 Leben in Benediktiner-Orden, 1973-1982.

273

Demokrat, the CDU’s news organ in Schwerin, praised Franzoni for stepping down from
his position as abbot of Rome’s St. Paul’s Outside the Walls, defending his actions as the
“logical path for an honest Christian.”687 From the perspective of SED officials,
international contact and the tolerance of open discourse within the confines of Catholic
spaces could be positive, as long as it was separated from general society. In the case of
the minority Catholic community in socialism, the sacred space of the convent indeed
encouraged more interaction and conversation, though it did not produce any East
German Franzonis. Instead, the convent’s public sphere strengthened existing identities
and convictions.
The semi-public sphere of Church institutes afforded orders the chance to
encourage each other and created a type of familial dynamic. For instance, the Sisters of
St. Elizabeth, who were dispersed across East Germany, gathered in the spring at the
Benedictine monastery for an annual sister pilgrimage. The meeting allowed them to
share their experiences in ministry and to hear news of Church outside the walls of the
GDR from officials or priests presiding over sacraments.688 Sister Scholastica also led a
summer course at Huysburg for sisters in the GDR on professing final vows.689
According to chronicles and letters, these gatherings revived religious women so that
they could return to their work and prayer in East Germany with a renewed sense of
purpose and solidarity in knowledge of the continued perseverance and commitment of
their fellow sisters and brothers. The historic nature of the site was an especially
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significant venue for members of orders, as the physical space connected them to a past
in which monasteries were vibrant centers of learning and discourse.
The SED’s public respect for these historic spaces as distinct ensured that most
convents were not coopted by secular authorities and further cemented their inviolability
and separateness from socialist society. Neues Deutschland conveyed the party’s
enthusiasm that the International Council on Monuments and Sites would hold its annual
conference in Dresden in 1984. Participants from forty countries planned to inspect
historical architecture in Dresden, but the highlight of the meeting was to be an excursion
to the medieval cloister of St. Marienstern, distinctive because of its cultural connections
to medieval Central European history but also because the area was connected to the
minority Slavic peoples in the region—the Catholic Sorbs.690 The unique position of
Catholic cloisters in the GDR contributed to their development as centers of Catholic
dialogue. The SED’s admiration of the cultural heritage enshrined by the medieval
monasteries likewise encouraged their continued use by the devout. Situated near the
Neisse River between Görlitz and Zittau and easily accessible to Poland and
Czechoslovakia, the 700-year old abbey of St. Marienthal was ideal for the convergence
of East German Catholics and guests from other Eastern Bloc countries. Important for the
regime, abbeys and convents provided a revered space for the devout that was isolated
and would therefore not influence secular society, while at the same time keeping East
German Catholics within the GDR’s borders. The 1987 Dresden Katholikentag
concluded with a large-scale pilgrimage to St. Marienthal, the oldest abbey in Germany
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to have unbroken occupation since its founding in 1234.691 The SED’s news organ
reported positively on the event, and emphasized that Cardinal Meisner had thanked
authorities for their “generous support” of the assembly. The article included a
photograph of the Catholic faithful—individuals, families, priests, and sisters—
processing with a cross en route to St. Marienthal.692 Despite their remote locations, the
abbeys of Marienthal and Marienstern were popular destinations for spiritual retreat and
respite in East Germany.
Many non-cloistered orders also had homes or cottages to host retreats, priests
and sisters in their leisure time, or tourists and families who wanted reprieve from work
or city life. The Gray Sisters in Ützdorf owned a garden home that was usually occupied
by sisters from other areas in East Germany, visiting family members, or priests. The
number of visitors increased as international contact became more common in the context
of diplomacy and leisure. In 1974, representatives from the Gray Sisters in the GDR were
permitted to attend the order’s chapter meeting in Rome and established closer contact
with the motherhouse near Hamburg and their sister convents in Poland. After 1974,
Ützdorf had a regular stream of visitors from East Berlin, Halle, and even Poland.693 The
Catholic area of Eisenach had a number of rehabilitation facilities and places of respite
for people in vocational life. The Jesuit Father Riedel, who had suffered illness since his
time in prison in the 1950s, was sent to Eisenach for rest and rehabilitation in the mid-
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1970s.694 For clerics and lay Catholics, confessional institutions controlled by religious
congregations were secure and protected spaces, often perceived as immune from worldly
encroachment.

The Catholic “Public Sphere”
The sense of autonomy the convent afforded was extended to lay populations,
who attached a great significance to religious institutes with few political constraints.
Convents created spaces for Catholics to exercise their faith and discuss subjects that
were taboo within socialism. Bernd Schaefer and David Doellinger posit that by the
1980s East German churches developed an alternative public sphere, nurtured by Church
authorities and grassroots initiatives.695 Schaefer and Doellinger examine how particular
religious communities carved out spaces for political discourse and religious practices,
though neither focused on the integral role of Catholic orders, and especially religious
women, in creating a religious sphere that existed apart from political power apparatuses.
Many scholars have credited Bishop Wienken of Dresden-Meißen with working with
grassroots communities and orders in the early years of the GDR to establish a stable
Catholic presence in East Germany.696 This included the establishment of a limited
Catholic print culture that included the weekly church newspapers Tag des Herrn and St.
Hedwigsblatt. In 1951, the state even agreed to license a Catholic publishing press, St.
Benno Verlag in Leipzig, to compete with illegal media from West Germany.697 To be
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sure, these East German media sources contributed to public discourse and
communication between dioceses and religious congregations. Yet like any community,
Catholics looked for physical spaces to gather and converse. The development of these
semi-autonomous spaces was more pluralistic than most scholarship suggests and began
as early as the 1950s, when religious orders resisted state encroachment and provided
room for the Catholic faithful to exercise everyday devotion.
Lay devotion to convents was evident from the 1950s, when Catholics formed
associations to support sisters and brothers in local communities. These associations and
“friends’ groups” were expanded in the 1970s as the East German economy improved. In
1971, the “Friends of Hülfensberg” supported the Franciscan convent near Halberstadt by
donating more resources, time, and work.698 The Catholic community in Halberstadt
enthusiastically supported the return of Benedictine monks to the monastery on
Huysburg, and congregations across the GDR sent donations for needed repairs to the
Cistercian cloister of Rosenthal in 1976.699 The willingness of the East German faithful to
give money and time to maintain these spaces highlighted how important religious
institutions were to Catholics in the GDR. Much of the support in the 1970s came from
second-generation East Germans, who had spent formative years as pilgrims or guests in
convents and abbeys. Already in the late 1940s and 1950s, convents had served as sites
that offered a sense of protection and shelter for Catholics in the tumultuous years
following the war. Young people often stayed in St. Gertrud priory’s barn for special
holidays and festivals, and the Benedictine sisters opened their chapel for ecumenical
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services and prayer, as there were few places in the postwar era to hold church-related
events. Devout women, in particular, spent time at the cloister for retreat and prayer,
while Catholic families from Berlin and Erfurt visited for long weekends and Christmas
festivities. By the early 1960s, young people traveled to the Benedictine priory in
Alexanderdorf for youth retreats and camps. Every year, the nuns also hosted a study
week for those in vocations on the theme of monastic and theological commitments.700
The construction of the Berlin Wall ushered in a period of isolation for East
German Catholics, and convents became even more central to Catholic life. Even the
cloistered nuns at St. Gertrud experienced cultural isolation during this period, as they
lost contact with sister communities in the West, correspondences, letters, and packages
of books from West Germany were often “lost” en route to the and could not host a
brother Benedictine monk until 1979.701 Yet, because of this alienation, the priory
became a central feature for village life in Mark Brandenburg and an important gathering
place for East German and later Polish and other Eastern Bloc Catholics. The solidarity
centered on the convent created what the sisters called a “familial character,” nurtured by
a range of guests from Catholic families to workers from the community to sisters from
other Eastern Bloc countries. For these women from places like Bulgaria and Lithuania,
St. Gertrud was a shelter where they could for the first time live freely as nuns. 702 During
this period, guests at the Benedictine priory discussed theological matters that were
repressed in other social contexts. The walls of the convent offered protection for priests
and sisters to convene and study the changes ushered in by the Second Vatican Council in
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the mid to late 1960s.703 Superiors of female orders in the GDR gathered in a convent in
Heiligenstadt for a conference in 1977. The themes of the conference ranged from the
mundane—recreation in the convent—to the taboo—the problem of drugs, suicide,
alcoholism, and disenchanted youth. The conference, which attracted women from
numerous orders and congregations, invited the director of the German Caritas
Association to discuss how to better integrate Christian teaching into existing social
services.704 An earlier conference in 1973 commended the pluralistic message of the
Vatican II, which gave religious orders more autonomy, but questioned how sisters in the
GDR could more directly connect with global communities. The general consensus of the
participants was that sisters, especially the elderly, should be able to visit motherhouses
in the West, something that finally seemed a possibility in the early 1970s.705
Retreats and pilgrimages also gave East German sisters and priests opportunity to
interact with members of other congregations in the context of a planned excursion. The
Gray Sisters in Ützdorf hosted numerous annual courses and retreats for women in other
religious congregations. In the 1970s and 1980s the Ützdorf home was especially busy
with seminars, including a weeklong colloquium for a group of Dominican nuns from
Leipzig and Caritas sisters from different regions in the GDR. Parishes often sent
children to Ützdorf for summer camps or preparation for first Communion. The chronicle
for 1975, a year that boasted a particularly pleasant summer, documented a record
number of vacationers of Catholics and non-Catholics, who were drawn to Ützdorf for its
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proximity to a lake and forests.706 The Gray Sisters’ remote retreat became so popular for
Catholics that nearly every accommodation was booked from May to the end of October
1979.707 Beginning in the 1980s, Catholic children from Berlin spent their first week of
July vacation in the sister’s garden home.708
In this way, cloisters in the GDR provided spiritual retreats for Catholic families,
but they were also important venues for communication between religious orders and
centers of respite for those in religious vocations. In August 1979, eighty sisters from
Berlin and Brandenburg from thirteen different congregations, traveled on to the abbey of
St. Marienstern. The sisters then walked the seven kilometers to the pilgrimage church of
Rosenthal, where an image of the Mother of God appeared to the medieval knight Lucian
von Zerna.709 The long bus trip, hike, and Eucharistic celebration at the Cistercian
monastery was more than a spiritual excursion—it also afforded the sisters the leisure to
discuss the challenges of daily ministries in socialism and connect to women with whom
they would rarely interact.
The Benedictine nuns in Alexanderdorf described these rich interactions in a
circular letter to the diocese of Berlin and Brandenburg in 1989. The previous two years
had witnessed an influx of guests to the abbey that shared experiences and religious
materials, like theological books and tracts that had been smuggled in previous years. The
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cloister’s spiritual retreats attracted priests and sisters from different orders, like the
Schönstätt Sisters of Mary and Mother Teresa’s four Indian sisters who were living in
Karl-Marx-Stadt. The letter reported that through these open dialogues and spiritual
interactions, “the work of God was strengthened and the spirit of God made itself more
manifest to us in this year.”710 In the context of retreats and seminars, sisters and priests
could also debate the consequences of liturgical reform and pray for the future of the
Church in the GDR without fear of repression. Guest activities at convents and priories
like St. Gertrud incrementally grew to include spiritual retreats for priests and sisters,
family recreation, recovery and respite, and individual spiritual development. The Gray
Sisters in Ützdorf wrote that beginning in 1966, Catholic adolescents camped in the
convent’s large garden, because they were not permitted to camp as group elsewhere.711
Abbess Ursula Schwalke later described these convent spaces, and the cloister in
Alexanderdorf in particular, as “an oasis for the Catholic Church in the GDR.”712
Indeed, the tiny village of Alexanderdorf remained a destination for Catholics in
Berlin and Brandenburg. For the East German devout, it became a quasi-sacred space
where families and individuals could escape the sense of being an outsider in a politically
charged society. Activities like seminars and retreats established social networks centered
on experiences at the convent and ensured that it remained a focal point for local
communities. In 1984, St. Gertrud’s became the first female Benedictine abbey in the
region since the Reformation in 1517. After the election of the first abbess, the twenty-
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eight nuns and six novices observed the momentous occasion with a visit from Cardinal
Meisner, who performed the ordination of the abbess. More than five hundred guests,
including priests, bishops, and brothers from East and West Germany, Poland, local
tradesmen and their families, laypeople, and Church officials, attended the abbey’s
consecration.713 Women from the village even helped prepare meals for the occasion.
Much to the sisters’ surprise, among the guests was a former cabaret performer from
Dresden, who performed mock interviews with “friends of the cloister” in a routine with
Sister Margarete.714 State documents, too, marked the historical significance of the event
and expressed admiration that the nuns sustained themselves with agriculture and profits
from their sacramental bakery.715 The fact that an abbess’ ordination drew a diversity of
people, including local celebrities, from across the GDR was a testament to the centrality
of sites like the abbey to the East German landscape. Catholics and non-Catholics alike
valued East Germany’s religious heritage, embodied in cloisters, churches, and the
devout who sustained these sites.
The support the Benedictine nuns received in 1984 and the fact that even SED
officials acknowledged the abbey’s worth spoke to the enduring importance of religious
orders in the daily lives of Catholics. By the end of the 1980s, St. Gertrud’s had become a
spiritual destination for non-Christians and Protestants as well as the Catholic faithful. A
few sisters hosted a Bible study open to all villagers that was attended by both Protestants
and Catholics.716 Though there was never official documentation, in 1985, the state’s
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practice toward religious groups shifted and local officials even promoted educational
visits to cloisters under the auspices of learning culture or folklore.717 Teachers from
Wünsdorf held a pedagogical seminar at the abbey, and the nuns once hosted a group of
East German mayors, and school children visited the abbey on cultural fieldtrips.718
For these secular citizens, too, the abbey conveyed a sacred quality—set apart
from Cold War tensions, from political rhetoric, from the mundane. Though isolated from
much of everyday life and politics in the GDR, the cloister maintained connections with
villagers, West Germans, and Eastern Bloc neighbors. St. Gertrud was an especially
formative space for second and third generation East German Catholics who would return
in later years with reverence for the place that had afforded them the freedom to discuss
their faith and leave their prayers and petitions with a contemplative community, set apart
from the geopolitical and the temporal pressures of the world.
The Catholic public sphere nurtured by sisters and priests extended to cathedrals,
churches, and public spaces, evidenced by continued pilgrimage and processions in
Catholic enclaves like Heiligenstadt as well as in the most secular milieus like Berlin and
Karl-Marx-Stadt. In Berlin, St. Hedwig’s Cathedral became a focal point of Catholic life.
St. Hedwig’s was significant for those in religious vocations for a number of reasons. It
was the seat of a diocese separated by political authorities and bore the name of St.
Hedwig of Silesia, an important German patroness. It was from St. Hedwig’s pulpit that
Father Bernhard Lichtenberg, the cathedral’s canon during the Second World War,
preached against National Socialist policies and in defense of the mentally ill and the
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Jewish community in Berlin. In 1943, Nazi officials arrested and deported Lichtenberg,
who died en route to Dachau. The diocese of Berlin requested to have Lichtenberg’s
remains returned to St. Hedwig’s, where his body was eventually interred, and in 1974,
authorities agreed to name a street in Prenzlauer Berg after the martyr, a small public
gesture to Berlin’s Catholic minority. On the fortieth anniversary of Lichtenberg’s death
in 1983, Neues Deutschland featured an article on the canon’s heroic stand against “Nazi
barbarism.”719 The piece, which featured a contemplative photo of Lichtenberg, praised
him as a Christian, but first as a humanist. The article represented the state’s
acknowledgement that St. Hedwig’s Cathedral and its history had become an important
symbol for the Catholic subculture in the East German capital, something made more
central to the Church’s identity after the physical separation of the diocese in 1961.
After the construction of the Berlin Wall, it was difficult for West Berliners to
attend masses and feast days at St. Hedwig’s Cathedral. The church, therefore, catered to
an East German congregation and hosted events, processions, and seminars for religious
congregations living behind the Wall. In 1972, Bishop Kleinedamm invited all mother
superiors and their congregations in the GDR to St. Hedwig’s for the patroness’ feast day,
when new sisters from two different religious congregations would profess their final
vows.720 The Franciscans in Pankow also used St. Hedwig’s Cathedral as a space for
special occasions and events. In October 1987, the Franciscans invited men and women
from all religious congregations in the GDR to St. Hedwig’s to mark the 750th
anniversary of a Franciscan presence in Berlin. The day’s activities included a mass
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presided over by Cardinal Meisner, a pilgrimage to the ruins of the old Franciscan
cloister church, followed by a lunch at the Franciscan’s St. Josefsheim on Pappelallee in
Pankow.721
Confessional establishments, like hospitals, motherhouses, and the seminaries
also nurtured a semi-public sphere. Erfurt’s theological seminary, the only Catholic
faculty allowed in the GDR, eventually hosted visitors from Eastern Bloc states like
Poland as well as students from the West, especially the Federal Republic. Because of the
seminary’s importance for the education of priests and religious orders in the GDR, it
was an early target of state surveillance.722 The Stasi attempted to uncover international
Catholic conspiracies and sever ties members of religious orders had with the West.
Ultimately, these endeavors revealed no counterrevolutionary espionage, and the state
failed to stem the influence of literature or contact from the West.
Instead, the seminary at the University of Erfurt and the training centers like the
Huysburg seminar for clergy became intellectual spaces that encouraged personal
engagement and participation, something young scholastics and religious sisters in
particular found inspiring. Many Catholic students applied the pluralistic concepts of the
Second Vatican Council to Church hierarchy and society as a whole, demanding open
discourse about the relation of the Church to the international community and the state.
Women like Sister Dominika of the Gray Sisters were invited to open philosophical
discussions because of theological and medical expertise. In 1988 Sister Dominika, who
had studied the theology of the Carmelite sister Edith Stein in Erfurt, debated philosophy
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with Marxist-Leninist scholars in public forums at Martin-Luther-Universität.723 Open
dialogue between secular and religious scholars was rare until the 1980s. The GDR’s
emphasis on the strict separation of church and state and early prohibitive measures like
allowing only one Catholic faculty in the GDR had in fact strengthened the identity of the
faithful and ensured the survival of an intellectual Catholic culture.724
The intellectual life of Catholicism in the GDR was further advanced by visiting
Church dignitaries and itinerant priests, who often sojourned in convents or administered
sacraments in hospitals. They brought with them reports of Rome, the Middle East, and
the mission of the Church around the globe. These visits usually prompted discussions,
presentations, or question and answer sessions. In 1980 alone, the Gray Sisters on
Mauerstraße in Halle provided accommodation for 529 guests and travelers, including
fourteen Church officials.725 In 1976, a Franciscan friar Father Goldmann from Tokyo
stayed with the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in Halle and shared with them about culture and
daily life in Japan. A few weeks later, another Franciscan, Father Irminhold from
Augsburg in West Germany, stayed with the sisters, who enjoyed an active discussion
comparing belief among young people in East and West Germany, subjects that would
surely be taboo outside the confines of the Gray Sisters’ establishment.726 A bishop’s visit
in January 1978 prompted a long conversation over coffee and cake about the Bishop
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Braun’s time in Rome, the changes made under the Second Vatican Council, growing
ecumenism, and Pope Paul VI.727
The separation from motherhouses in the West and from Rome was still a source
of discontent for East German congregations, and sisters welcomed any opportunity to
discuss the Church international. For the first time in the early 1970s, religious
congregations could send their own delegates to conferences in Rome. Twelve Gray
Sisters from the GDR attended the congregation’s general meeting for four weeks in
1974. They returned home to the province’s motherhouse in Halle on December 8 where
they reported their experiences in Rome and the Vatican to enthusiastic East German
sisters, who were keen to hear about their sisters outside of the GDR.728 In the 1980s, the
Mother General and other sisters from West Germany were able to spend a month each
year with the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in East Germany. The Vicar General Mother
Michaela traveled to the GDR in April 1988 after a long trip to Brazil with the
congregation’s Mother General. She described the Gray Sister’s ministry to the poorest
neighborhoods in Brazil and asked for the sisters’ prayers and support.729 The sisters’
international ministries in the 1980s encouraged the more formal spread of new
institutions in Brazil in 1990 and in the city of Novosibirsk, the capital of the Siberia in
the Asian part of Russia in 1993.730 Before the democratic revolution of 1989 and fluid
travel of unified Germany, scheduled visits from West German sisters and international
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guests helped assuage feelings of isolation and kept East German congregations in
dialogue with their global counterparts.

Interfacing with the Global Christendom in the 1970s and 1980s
By the 1970s and 1980s, it was clear that Catholic orders, as the base of the
Catholic subculture in the GDR, were not simply going to recede into obscurity. State
records of religious activities shifted from wariness to a wider acceptance. Most innerdepartmental reports in the Secretariat for Church Affairs regarding the work of Catholic
orders were neutral or affirmative and reflected the more moderate stance of the
Secretary for Church Affairs, Klaus Gysi. Few reports or correspondence in the 1980s
regarded Catholic institutes with the extreme suspicion characteristic of the 1950s.
SED documents instead featured the societal contributions of orders primarily
through their participation in international peace conferences. In 1975, the CDU’s
Märkische Union reported on the encouraging outcomes and positive influence of a
Catholic colloquium in Weimar. The international participants—sisters, priests, and lay
individuals—declared their solidarity “against fascism” and worked for global
disarmament.731 Neues Deutschland, too, applauded the European Catholic Conference
for emphasizing “a collective desire for peace.”732 This same news organ that had
criticized the West German Church in the 1950s for being married to Adenauer
imperialism and NATO, now praised Catholic organizations for taking a stand against
U.S. warmongering. A 1982 Neues Deutschland article reported that thousands of

731

SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5173. “Gegen Faschismus. Internationales Kolloquium katholischer
Antifaschisten," Märkische Union 9 June 1975.
732
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5173 Berliner Konferenz Katholischer Christen aus europäischen Staaten.
“"Katholische Christen betonen gemeinsamen Friedenswillen" Neues Deutschland 16 September 1978.

289

Catholic young people, sisters, priests, and others gathered in Düsseldorf to demonstrate
against increased NATO militarization.733 In this way, the 1970s and 80s witnessed the
SED’s slow acceptance of the Catholic Church’s continued global influence. The GDR
regime increasingly tried to reconcile the its international position with the increased
activism of religious congregations following the Second Vatican Council.
The regime also publicly acknowledged the Church’s contributions to global
crises through constructive diplomacy. A 1985 Neues Deutschland article praised the
Franciscan Peace Center in Rome for its opposition to nuclear warfare. More important
still, by highlighting correspondence between the Peace Center and Mikhail Gorbachev
the article emphasized that Soviet authorities were in accord with the Catholic order:
“The General Secretary [Gorbachev]…values the exemplary role [of the Franciscans] in
the public pursuit of peace against war.”734 Not insignificant, Assisi, or “the city of
peace,” was the site of a diplomatic meeting between Gorbachev and Reagan in the
summer of 1985. The Secretariat of Church Affairs collected reports from the Catholic
News Agency and noted that the Franciscan hosts were welcoming to the General
Secretary.735 The fact that a sacred site like Assisi, the birthplace of the Franciscan
movement, would be chosen as a neutral, diplomatic space indicated that religious
communities and the ideals they embodied transcended geopolitics and could create a
third space, free from Cold War divisions.
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The East German Convent as International Religious Space
Because of its strategic and symbolic geographic position between the Cold War
East and West, the GDR became a converging point for those in vocational life from the
Eastern Bloc and the Soviet Union. The allowance of more international exchange and
travel reflected the larger external political changes of the 1970s and 80s. When Erich
Honecker came to power in 1971, the GDR began to normalize relations with the
international community. A number of international organizations, like UNESCO and the
World Health Organization, accepted the GDR’s membership in 1972, and numerous
western countries included East Germany in cultural, sporting, and economic activities.736
Hundreds of countries recognized the GDR as a legitimate state the same year, and the
SED under Honecker declared socialist society’s structures to be firmly established and
focused on maintaining the status quo rather than on ideological mobilization.737
For the Catholic Church, too, this meant increased travel and diplomatic ties
outside of the Eastern Bloc. The Vatican’s support of West Germany’s Ostpolitik
contributed to better relations between the GDR state and the Vatican beginning in the
early 1970s. Though only two communist states—Yugoslavia and Cuba—had official
ties with the Vatican, the Vatican sought better relations with East Germany as a channel
to Catholics in other Soviet Bloc countries.738 Beginning in 1972, the SED termed these
new relations as “the period of direct contact.” The regime felt more comfortable granting
certain privileges and freedom to the minority Catholic Church. Though not officially
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defined as “the Church in socialism,” like the Protestant Church in East Germany, state
authorities believed that the Catholic Church was controlled and stable. Certainly by the
1970s, SED reports characterized the Church as a non-threatening entity: “In the GDR we
don’t have an expanding Catholic Church, but rather a Church that has an existence
dependent on a long term, balanced approach in regards to the state and has no intentions
to compromise socialist society.”739
The SED’s perception of the Catholic Church as benign and compliant enabled
men and women in orders to connect to global religious communities in a way that would
have been impossible in earlier decades. As early as the mid-1960s, there was exchange
between religious congregations in East Germany and those in Poland. In 1966, one
Romanian and three Czech sisters managed to immigrate to East Germany where they
joined the School Sisters of Notre Dame.740 Nevertheless, travel during this period was
limited and international travel usually reserved for Church officials or superiors of
religious congregations who were granted diplomatic passports. Beginning in the 1970s,
sisters, priests, and brothers could travel in special circumstances to international
conferences and interact with their counterparts in other parts of the world. The ability to
travel abroad opened East German orders to experiences outside of the GDR’s borders
and abated feelings of isolation. During this period, numerous requests to attend official
trips to Catholic conferences and general meetings crossed the desk of the Secretary of
Church Affairs. For instance, Secretary Klaus Gysi approved travel documents for a
province superior and her companions for a one-month stay in West Germany, where
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they would attend an international leadership conference for women religious.741 From
1970-1980, authorities allowed the travel of numerous sisters at St. Barbara’s Hospital in
Halle to cities in West Germany and Poland.742
The regime’s public stance toward religious orders shifted so substantially under
new relations with the Vatican and the global Church that Neues Deutschland portrayed
Catholic orders as increasingly in line with revolutionary socialist values. In 1986, one
article celebrated the sacrifice of “more than one hundred priests, nuns, and lay
Catholics” who protested against Pinochet’s fascist regime in Santiago, Chile. Their
demonstration resulted in mass arrests and repression by Pinochet’s police force.743 SED
authorities reported favorably about even the Jesuit order, a congregation they had
worked to oppress in the 1950s. Reports from the Secretariat for Church Affairs noted
that Jesuits still had the largest global presence of Roman Catholic orders, but since the
Second Vatican Council had become a more positive influence.744 Global figures like the
Jesuit priest, professor, and activist Gonzalo Arroyo of Chile also proved that Jesuits
were not monolithic in their support of Vatican policies, and could outwardly support
socialism. Father Arroyo was deeply committed to strengthening labor unions and aiding
the working poor and peasants. He organized Christians for Socialism and articulated
liberation theology in Latin America and from exile in Europe after the Chilean military
coup of 1973.745 Arroyo drew the attention of political leaders and Church officials alike.
Some Jesuits worried that Arroyo’s outspoken actions could jeopardize the ministries of
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brothers in East Germany.746 Arroyo’s liberation theology surely made an impression on
communist authorities and helped to dismantle the notion that Jesuits were in league with
capitalist imperialism. A 1981 article in Halle’s local paper Neuer Weg stated that Jesuits
had championed social justice, protested war and nuclear weapons, and had been a
generally positive force in fighting hunger and inequality.747 Nevertheless, the Stasi
maintained surveillance of male orders, and many Eastern Bloc neighbors were not
afforded the same lenient treatment as East German Catholic orders. In 1981 and 1982,
Czechoslovakian authorities arrested Jesuit priests accused of meeting with parishioners
in private apartments.748 Outwardly the regime presented a position of solidarity with its
Czechoslovakian comrades, as the Secretariat of Church Affairs reported the arrests as
legitimate, but such rhetoric did not reflect the SED’s own domestic policies toward
religious congregations.
In fact, the GDR regime eventually gave East German Jesuit priests permission to
travel to conferences and seminars. By 1988, a number of brothers finally attended a
regular religious retreat of all German-speaking Jesuits in West Germany. Jesuits from
the Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria, and the two Germanys gathered to share their
experiences in ministry.749 For an order that had been repressed and alienated since the
late 1950s, the opening of relations and the state’s permission to interact with
international colleagues was an important moment. After his release from prison in 1961,
Father Frater, one of the Jesuit priests arrested as part of the Biesdorf trials, expressed in
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letters nostalgia for a time period when ministry had been less isolating and lonely.750
During the same period, the Jesuits in East Germany received word that their houses in
Cuba had been ransacked and brothers and priests arrested, and months later, the superior
in Berlin, Father Paul Mianecki, circulated a letter confirming that the Berlin Wall had
effectively separated brothers and priests in the East from the western province. In few
places in the world had communism been kind to the Society of Jesus. Nevertheless,
Father Mianecki encouraged his colleagues in the East to continue their work and
cooperation with one another, “despite the political clouds over Berlin’s skies.”751
The East German Jesuits persisted in their ministries and could finally exert more
independence in later years. Finally, in 1977, East German Jesuits were given the
opportunity to discuss these issues at the provincial conference at the Ignatius House in
West Berlin.752 Father Stenger of Czechoslovakia moderated the conference and in
addition to East German brothers, Polish priests and one Slovenian brother attended. The
participants shared a diversity of experiences and news, including the fact that the
Superior General had recently named Father Johannes Hegyi the Vice Provincial leader
of the Hungarian province in exile, replacing Father John Adam, who resided in New
York.753 For a dispersed and global order like the Jesuits, international meetings were
crucial for organization, continued ministries, and networking.
East German congregations, too, hosted priests and sisters from other parts of the
world. In 1979, Bishop Hugo Aufderbeck of Erfurt invited one of the first delegations of
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priests and theological professors from Lithuania, where the Lithuanian Soviet Republic
had suppressed public rites and religious orders. The regional CDU newspaper Thüringer
Tageblatt celebrated the GDR’s openness as the priests toured Erfurt’s Catholic
seminary.754 The article described the “heartfelt applause that followed when [Bishop
Hugo Aufderbeck] of Erfurt-Meiningen wished blessings to the three million Catholics in
Lithuania’s Soviet Republic.”755 The six Soviet priests and professors later engaged the
faculty at Erfurt’s theological seminary in open discourse that must have been inspiring
for clergy from a more repressive society. The delegation also participated in a public
procession with East German priests, the lay faithful, and sisters in full habits. This sort
of open profession of faith would have been foreign to Lithuanians, who for decades had
not been able to observe feast days or hold unhindered public rituals.
Protestant organizations likewise took advantage of the opportunity to participate
in international, trans-confessional discussions. The group Diakonie-Katre, a community
of Protestant sisters involved in social services, hosted the first ecumenical conference of
sisters in the GDR.756 The congregation’s superior had attended an international
conference in Northern Ireland the year previous and sought to replicate it for Eastern
Bloc communities. With the help of Home Mission and Relief Work of the Evangelical
Church in the GDR, the Protestant sisters invited Catholic sisters from East Germany and
Poland as well as Romanian Orthodox sisters to convene in Berlin. After the conference,
the “foreign sisters would have the opportunity to stay in the GDR a few days in order to
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visit motherhouses and sister communities.”757 This type of transnational exchange was
increasingly common, and more Catholic sisters took advantage of travel that for more
than thirty years had been prohibited. In November 1980, the Vatican invited fifteen
sisters from various congregations in the GDR, including five Sisters of St. Elizabeth, to
celebrate a German-language mass with Pope John Paul II in his private chapel.758 To the
congregation’s surprise, SED authorities approved their requests to travel. Even if their
entire sojourn in Rome was shorter than desired, the East German sisters could now
participate in a momentous and meaningful observance and commune with other women
religious away from the GDR’s surveillance state.
Yet, it was during more informal visits to convents when often the most candid
dialogues occurred among women who rarely had the opportunity to interact outside of
their own communities. The Benedictine abbey of St. Gertrud became an inclusive,
spiritual retreat in the 1980s. To stay in a cloister in the 1950s, even pastors had to attain
permission and register with local police.759 In earlier years, the nuns in Alexanderdorf
reported visiting sisters from West German cloisters as relatives. In one sister’s words:
“Suddenly in 1966 we had an astounded number of ‘relatives’ in West German cloisters.
Around 1977 ‘friends and acquaintances’ were granted permission to sojourn for
extended periods. Ever since, we had many visitors… and in 1979 the first visitation from
a monk.”760 These creative accommodations to circumvent state restrictions were no
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longer needed by the late 1980s when authorities allowed foreign visitors from West
Germany, the Eastern Bloc, and developing countries outside of the ostensibly bifurcated
Cold War order. The Gray Sisters in Halle likewise cultivated international relationships
within the walls of their hospitals and residence by hosting numerous international guests
in the 1970s and 1980s. In 1974, a sister of the congregation of St. Charles Borromeo
from Mexico sojourned in Halle and shared her experiences in the Latin American
mission.761
These visits also sometimes led to creative collaboration between distant
communities. In 1980, the sisters embarked on an artistic endeavor with a film expert
from Poland who was working with a Polish sister to record a documentary on the
widespread works of the Sisters of St. Elizabeth.762 In 1981, an East German Protestant
deaconess presented slides from all over the world and reported on her time in Assisi,
where she had attended an international ecumenical “sister conference.”763 The images of
Assisi were especially poignant to the Gray Sisters, who were associated with the
Franciscan movement, and most of them had little opportunity to visit Italy or travel even
beyond the borders of the GDR. Of particular excitement for the sisters on Mauerstraße
was the arrival of three Japanese women who directed a music school in Tokyo. The
Gray Sisters’ Franciscan guest Father Gereon five years previous had spent time in Japan
and put the women in contact with the sisters in Halle. In 1985, it was finally possible for
the Japanese women to visit East Germany.764 In the latter half of the 1980s, more groups
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from countries considered capitalist guested with the sisters in Halle. In 1989, on the eve
of the peaceful revolutions and the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Gray Sisters hosted a
practicum for more than two hundred healthcare professionals from England and West
Germany at their charitable institutions and hospitals.765 These informal presentations,
photographs, and visitors stimulated conversations and questions and allowed the sisters a
brush with the global Christendom.

Figure 9: Japanese guests pose with Sister Modesta and other Sisters of St. Elizabeth during a visit to Halle,
1985.

As a result of the variety of visitors in the 1980s, religious institutes became
spaces of East and West contact, sites of informal diplomacy. Sisters and brothers from
Eastern Bloc countries interacted with East German members of orders, who had
experienced much more western influence because of their proximity and close ties to
West Germany. Polish nuns periodically visited the Benedictines at St. Gertrud, and the
abbey hosted deaconesses from a nearby Protestant congregation. The Two Bulgarian
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nuns of the Tutzing Benedictine mission also sojourned at the abbey for the opportunity
to observe cloistered life, an experience truly meaningful to women from a society that
forbade religious communities.766 The two sisters had been initiated in secret and had
kept in contact with Sister Hildegard in Alexanderdorf for years through letters. The
sisters at St. Gertrud had managed to smuggle the Bulgarian sisters prayer candles,
Berlin’s Catholic newsletter Hedwigsblatt, and other devotional items from the Tutzing
sisters’ motherhouse in West Germany. When Sisters Stanislawa and Aloisia could
finally travel to the GDR to experience cloistered life, they were “full of joy to be able to
participate in communal mass.”767 Traffic to the abbeys St. Marienthal and St.
Marienstern continued as annual pilgrimages drew the East German faithful as well as
Polish Catholics and international Church dignitaries, though Marienthal would not build
its new conference center until after German reunification.768 The Cistercian nuns
continually emphasized their historic and cultural heritage—a poignant line of reasoning
for a regime that sought to legitimate itself as the inheritor of positive German culture.
These spaces brought together East Germans from different regions and connected the
broader Eastern Bloc Catholic communities.
When Erfurt hosted the International Franciscan German Provincial Congress in
1988, Bishop Joachim Wanke requested permission for participants from Hungary,
Poland, West Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Belgium, Austria, and Italy to
enter the GDR.769 The program of the conference included visits to Wartburg Castle, the
theological seminary in Erfurt, Eisenach, and Franciscan institutes in Halle, Halberstadt,

766

Archiv des Klosters St. Gertrud 13.10.
Archiv des Klosters St. Gertrud 13.10.
768
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 5000, “Wallfahrtsorte in der DDR” Neue Zeit 14 April 1977.
769
SAPMO-BArch DO 4/ 4557, dated from 8 January 1988.
767

300

and Dingelstädt. Of particular importance for the diverse participants was an entire day
devoted to an “exchange of experiences.”770 These East German establishments were a
middle ground for open discourse between brothers who had been isolated from each
other for decades. Franciscans in Hungary could share their marginal experiences in a
repressive state with brothers from Austria, where a vibrant Catholic culture existed.
A major coup for the East German Catholic community was the 1987 Dresden
Katholikentag. The Secretariat for Church Affairs worked with other party organs,
including the Stasi, to outline the regime’s approach of control and surveillance for the
grassroots conference, which attracted thousands of West Germans, Polish, and
Hungarian priests, sisters, and lay Catholics. Secretary Gysi was confident that Dresden,
a popular tourist destination and cultural center, would be prepared to host foreign
delegates and visitors, though officials worried about the negative influence of bishops
from the Federal Republic. To ensure foreign orders and bishops would not spread
counterrevolutionary ideas, the Central Committee organized work groups, consisting
primarily of Stasi agents, whose task was to infiltrate the conference and “counter any
Catholic evangelism by promoting progressive ideas.”771 Still, the Central Committee
worked with local cadres in Dresden to accommodate the religious guests and ensure a
safe conference. Authorities made transportation arrangements, including chartering
special trains for guests, and Blocked off traffic for public rituals, like a candle
procession across the Elbe River.772
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The experience for members of religious orders as participants at the assembly
broadened their connections to sisters and brothers in other regions of East Germany and
Poland as well as to the Catholic lay community. The Schönstätt Sisters of Mary used the
opportunity to perform a 1985 musical that had been written about their founder, Father
Josef Kentenich. Young Catholics and their parents helped the sisters and priests with the
production, and the Protestant community of the Martin-Luther-Church hosted the
performance. The musical entitled “Hazard and Love,” centered on the founding of the
Schönstätt movement and the patron’s persecution under Nazism and played particularly
well to East German Catholic audiences.773 The positive reception of the performance
inspired the sisters to inquire about presenting the musical in venues in Berlin and other
East German cities.774
Bishop Theissing’s closing remarks at a pastoral conference in Rostock indicated
that contemporaries recognized the Dresden Katholikentag as a significant confluence of
the devout from East and West. The bishop characterized the meeting as “a decisive
event, the meaning of which should not be undervalued.”775 The enthusiasm of sharing a
momentous occasion in the GDR with international pilgrims and clerics resonated in
Bishop Theissing’s words two months later: Dresden “was an event where the Holy Spirit
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moved…the community, the openness for one another, the elation we experienced, had
deeper roots than human emotion…it was here the Church showed its unity in the Holy
Spirit.”776 According to Theissing, the enthusiasm and participation of so many young
East German and Polish Catholics was evidence that the ministries of isolated priests in
the GDR had not been in vain. Pastoral work with families and with youth had borne
fruits, made manifest in the excitement of “this socialist-raised age group” in Dresden.
Indeed, the large, transnational turnout shocked secular officials and observers.777 For the
Church leadership, but also for others in vocational life, often isolated in their work in the
GDR, the Dresden Katholikentag was tangible evidence of a vibrant Catholic culture
within socialism.

Beloved by the World: Mother Teresa and the Perception of Religious Orders
When Mother Teresa won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979, newspapers in the GDR
praised the “Angel of Calcutta” for her humanitarian work with the impoverished, dying,
elderly, and orphaned in India and all over the world. Dresden’s Die Union included an
expose of Mother Teresa’s life from her childhood in Albania to her adoption of a blue
sari, the traditional garment worn by the poor in Calcutta. The article championed Mother
Teresa’s order the Missionaries of Charity’s altruistic work in slums as “an example for
the world.”778
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Neues Deutschland likewise capitalized on Mother Teresa’s popularity. The
SED’s newspaper publicized a meeting between Mother Teresa and the State Secretary of
Church Affairs during her stay in Berlin in 1981. The “well-known sister and leader of
charitable projects in Calcutta,” the article stated, sought to establish more charitable
institutes in the GDR, a proposition that at first made officials wary, but that by 1981 the
SED allowed and even advertised in the pages of its party’s news organ.779 The
Secretariat for Church Affairs tracked the global activities of Mother Teresa through
archived newspaper articles and special reports and seemed particularly interested in her
visits to West Germany and her popularity with non-Catholic populations. Showcasing its
own ties to humanitarian figures was a way the SED could further legitimate the GDR’s
international importance and project a more tolerant image of East German policy. The
state’s continued negotiations with Catholic orders highlighted the reality that religious
individuals and communities still had political and social leverage more than thirty years
after the founding of the socialist regime.
This tolerance of religious institutes coupled with Mother Teresa’s global
prominence left the SED little moral authority to decline the request to establish branches
of the Missionaries of Charity within the GDR. Mother Teresa’s first request to place two
women from her congregation in East Berlin came in 1980. Both Mother Teresa and
Pope John Paul II, elected pontiff in 1978, had begun to take advantage of the more
moderate diplomatic relations in the Eastern Bloc to minister to people behind the Iron
Curtain, a strategy that included increased contact and visits to Central-East Europe and
the Soviet Union. Among socialist countries, the East German government practiced
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some of the most tolerant policies towards Catholic orders and therefore seemed a likely
candidate for the Missionaries of Charity’s growth. In the summer of 1980, Mother
Teresa wrote a letter to Secretary for Church Affairs Klaus Gysi requesting the transfer of
sisters to East Berlin’s St. Hedwig’s Hospital. A representative from the Secretariat wrote
to the Bishop of Berlin that after deliberation the “regime is prepared to authorize the
request. With this decision, the government of the German Democratic Republic would
like to express its deep respect for Mother Teresa’s sacrificial service to suffering
people.”780 Bishop Meisner of Berlin wrote to Gysi with heartfelt thanks for giving
“Mother Teresa’s sisters the opportunity to extend their charitable activities to the diocese
of Berlin.”781
Two years later when Bishop Gerhard Schaffran contacted the Secretariat for
Church Affairs in regards to the prospect of Mother Teresa’s new charitable institute in
Karl-Marx-Stadt, SED officials hesitated. The Central Committee inquired why the
sisters could not be East German citizens. The Missionaries of Charity, it argued, already
had a presence in East Berlin, and East Germany had an established tradition of
homegrown religious orders.782 Though the party ostensibly valued Mother Teresa’s
work in the slums of Calcutta, authorities were reluctant to allow the growth of a foreign
religious order in East Germany. In a letter to Lothar Fichtner, chairman of the city
council in Karl-Marx Stadt, CDU official Hermann Kalb wrote that the four Indian sisters
would focus on charitable work with the elderly and sick, which would be a positive
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addition to the community.783 Cardinal Meisner in Berlin advocated on behalf of the two
Indian sisters already in Berlin, who would help transition the new sisters in their work in
the GDR, though Meisner urged that the request would be more compelling directly from
Mother Teresa herself, which pointed to the respect Mother Teresa commanded.784 The
diocese of Dresden-Meißen also offered a convincing case to the state for the new
charity. Bishop Schaffran contended that though no one died from hunger in the GDR,
people were lonely and hungered for love, which the Missionaries of Charity could
provide.785
Ultimately, the Politburo and the local council in Karl-Marx-Stadt worked with
Bishop Schaffran and Mother Teresa to enable the success of her sisters in the socialist
city. In 1988, the Missionaries of Charity applied to build another establishment for the
care of elderly citizens in Karl-Marx-Stadt. Mother Teresa herself met with priests and a
mother superior from Austria in St. Adalbert’s parish in Berlin and expressed her desire
to expand the Missionaries of Charity in East Germany and to other Eastern Bloc
countries. Notably, she emphasized the importance that each novice should spend two
years at a novitiate abroad. Mother Teresa suggested four options, seemingly
disregarding the GDR’s political and travel restraints: Calcutta, Rome, Washington D.C.,
or Warsaw.786
Church officials negotiated with state authorities, citing Warsaw or Rome as the
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likeliest possibilities, and plans went ahead for the extension of the establishment in KarlMarx-Stadt. Councilman Fichtner wrote again to the Secretariat for Church Affairs, not in
protest of the new charitable institution but to express a preference that more East
German sisters staff the facility.787 Fichtner’s letter reflected an increased tolerance
toward Catholic congregations and an acceptance among political elites of East German
sisters as productive citizens of the GDR. No longer were orders considered anachronistic
groups on the margins of society; instead, officials embraced those in Catholic vocations
as productive citizens contributing to the daily fabric of socialist society. The SED was
reassured of its tolerant polices later that year when Soviet officials welcomed nine
sisters and one priest from the Missionaries of Charity sent from India to help in a
Moscow hospital and home for the elderly.788
To be sure, Mother Teresa promoted a positive image of Catholic orders and the
global Church, a fact that was not lost on Church leaders in the GDR. Bishop Theissing
encouraged youth at a pilgrimage in Güstrow in Schwerin in 1983 to live after the
Christian models of Mother Teresa and Pope John Paul II, no matter “how many human
borders must be overcome.”789 This type of rhetoric might have been interpreted as a
direct challenge to state authority, but by the 1980s, the charitable work and public life of
religious congregations had established a positive presence for the Catholic Church in the
GDR. Furthermore, socialist leaders, who constantly sought international recognition and
legitimacy, found it very difficult to denigrate the actions of the two most beloved
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humanitarian figures of the 1970s and 80s. Mother Teresa and John Paul II, themselves
from communist countries, had become unlikely heroes of the Catholic subculture in the
Eastern Bloc. The SED’s anti-clerical rhetoric of the 1950s seemed inflated and heavyhanded in the world of normalizing diplomatic relations and a stable Catholic subculture.
The straightforward, benevolent Mother Teresa hardly seemed like an imperialist, NATO
spy during her visits to Berlin and Karl-Marx-Stadt.

Conclusion
In September 1989, Kurt Löffler, the last Secretary for Church Affairs, sent a
telegram to Mother Teresa to “wholeheartedly wish her a full and quick recovery from
illness.” Löffler also took the opportunity to praise Mother Teresa’s many years of
humanitarian work: “The selfless, courageous work of you and the sisters of your
congregation…has created a safer and better world for mankind, something the GDR
regards with highest esteem and appreciation.”790 Still, socialist authorities struggled with
the notion that religious orders—communities within a minority subculture—could
possess influence in East German society. In the case of Mother Teresa’s humanitarian
work, officials faced the reality that one foreign sister had asserted her will so strongly in
the Worker and Peasant’s state.
From 1988 to 1989, the Secretariat of Church Affairs corresponded with members
of the Politburo and local authorities in Karl-Marx-Stadt about what measures, if any,
should be taken regarding Mother Teresa’s outreach mission in the city. The problem,
according to the SED, was that the number of sisters had increased without consent or
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knowledge of state authorities. They had allowed the order’s establishment in the early
1980s under the stipulation that there would be only four foreign sisters and four sisters
with East German citizenship active in the congregation’s Karl-Marx-Stadt branch. The
Missionaries of Charity in Karl-Marx-Stadt had grown and by 1987 had four “so-called
interns.” Authorities feared the four East German women would spend six months in the
novitiate in India and return to work in Karl-Marx-Stadt, bringing outside influence.791
An earlier report from Joachim Wiegand, head of the Stasi’s Department of Church
Affairs, recommended that a limit be placed on the number of women the Missionaries of
Charity could accept and to pursue the possibility that these novices could be educated
within the GDR instead of in Calcutta. The committee, made up of representatives from
the Stasi, the Secretariat for Church Affairs, and the mayor’s office of Karl-Marx-Stadt,
wrote that their plans would be drawn up in a contract with Mother Teresa when she
visited Berlin and Karl-Marx-Stadt later that year.792 The committee’s resolution to
include Mother Teresa in domestic policy and decision-making signaled a respect for the
work of Catholic orders and for the personage of Mother Teresa.
The state’s tolerance of the growth of the Missionaries of Charity indicated a
certain degree of political impotency or more likely an acceptance that the Catholic
subculture was simply part of the fabric of East German society. The charitable work of
Catholic orders had created the opportunity for global influence within East German
domestic life, and the Catholic public sphere was shaped around institutions like convents
and secular institutes—spaces of open conversation and international interaction. The
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existence of a Catholic public sphere, complete with a print-culture, and conversations,
provides a compelling case for the existence of a public sphere without overt opposition.
By the 1980s, the Protestant Church in East Germany had likewise developed
independent spaces for its clergy and a growing resistance culture, yet the Protestant
“public sphere” was more integrated into East German civil society, and churches
became sites of protest and subversion as much as they were places of worship and
devotion. The theological traditions of Protestantism—iconoclasm and a focus on the
liturgy of scripture rather than the salvific mystery of the Eucharist—further contributed
to the character of Protestant spaces of gathering as more utilitarian or multi-functional
than the sacred, reverent quality of a Roman Catholic cathedral or medieval monastery.
The Protestant Church, which seemed vigorous in the 1980s because its churches housed
political opposition, began to lose adherents after 1989 when the church’s political role
was no longer relevant.793 The difference in theological and liturgical practice was
significant in the stability of Catholic holy sites as spaces reserved for universal renewal
through celebrating the liturgy, rather than sites of overt protest.
More important, the Protestant Church in the GDR did not have the extensive,
global network of religious men and women who managed spaces for the sole purpose of
devotional culture. The historical experiences of marginalization taught monastic and
religious orders in eastern Germany the importance of safeguarding the sacred by setting
it apart from secular power apparatuses. The Catholic experience in the GDR centered on
the practice of faith through the sacraments—holy acts that united the devout with the
global Church. The cloister connected to a long tradition of itinerant guests, connected
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the East to the West, to Rome, and to the global sacred. These establishments had
nurtured a strong Catholic subculture that emphasized hospitality and inclusivity in a way
that other elements of isolated East German society did not. For sisters and brothers in
East Germany, devotion to the Gospel message and a commitment to hospitality and the
local community were more sacrosanct than ideological divides. The fact that Catholic
spaces, unlike Protestant churches in the 1980s, were not oppositional in nature, allowed
them to pursue international friendships and foster dialogue that transcended geo-political
boundaries. Religious congregations thus contributed to the global exchange of currency,
goods, and people and were connections to a world outside of socialism. The identity of
women and men in religious orders might have seemed contradictory: at once identifiy as
East Germans and as global citizens, ready to negotiate on behalf of local parishioners or
foster international dialogue. Catholics who came of age in the GDR encountered
international ideas and people at annual seminars, summer camps, family retreats, and
pilgrimages. The leadership of sisters, brothers, and priests who organized on behalf of
dispersed parish communities enabled East German Catholics to transition into postsocialist Germany more prepared to confront the challenges of unification, capitalism,
and multiculturalism than the secular community.
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CONCLUSION

St. Gertrud’s Abbey in Alexanderdorf, situated in the middle of farmland,
forestry, and fields of heath, stands as a testament to the resourcefulness and adaptability
of religious men and women in East Germany. In spaces like the abbey, lay Catholics
interacted with each other, with clerics, and with international guests, creating vibrant
spaces where the devout could practice their belief. Because convents provided less
restricted spaces in socialism, they were sites that connected East and West and defied
the bifurcated Cold War labels. From the immediate post-war period to the 1980s,
Catholic orders contributed to the global exchange of currency, goods, and people and
were connections to a world outside of socialism. The political circumstances that
allowed religious orders to continue in socialism suggest that East Germany was a much
less secular milieu than other communist regimes. The tension between state repression
and negotiation and tolerance for Catholic ministries reveals fears that the Church would
never be subordinated to the state but also a competing pragmatism that accounts for
inconsistent policies. Conflicts and negotiation with a modern state bureaucracy were
hardly new for religious actors post-1945 East Germany and in some ways provided a
sort of continuitiy for Catholic congregations adjusting to life in socialism.
Religious orders, though a disintct minority in East German society, were central
in the maintenance of a vital and active Catholicism in the GDR. They provided both
continuity and the tools of adaptation. Monastic and religious orders were preservers of
tradition and connected to a pre-modern Christian past, but they also demonstrated a
surprising amount of ingenuity in their ability to adapt to different ideological and

312

economic systems, a facor that would help East German Catholics transition to unified
Germany in the 1990s. The cloister remained at the center of Catholic religious life in the
GDR and were sites largely untouched by secularization like the rest of European society.
East German Catholic orders revealed that relgious life could be dynamic and evolving,
even when firmly rooted in tradition.

Catholic Institutes after 1989
On September 20, 1989 Bishop Johannes Braun of Magdeburg circulated a
pastoral letter that echoed the uncertainty of many devout Catholics as East Germans
streamed westward through the Hungarian-Austrian border. The bishop encouraged
sisters and brothers to remain faithful to their parishes and their work in hospitals and
social services, which were “endangered because of the [political] developments.”794
Braun reminded those in vocational life that the ill, the disabled, and the vulnerable in the
GDR were still in need and could not be abandoned. At the same time, Bishop Braun’s
letter promoted open discourse about the challenges and changes of 1989: “I ask you to
share with me… your fears, your hopes, your dreams, your suffering, and your
suggestions.” He also suggested that all East German parishes bring forth their concerns
and participate in the creation of a democratic society that was distinctly East German:
“We cannot copy the Federal Republic. We likewise cannot follow the same path as the
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Soviet Union, Hungary, or Poland. We must seek our own path that is suitable for our
conditions—a path agreed upon by every level of society.”795
Braun’s democratic vision for the future of society clearly distinguished East
Germany as something unique—separate from East and West. The call for positive,
grassroots change within religious institutes and church communities reflected the
significance of the Catholic public sphere and articulated a religious identity that was
distinctly East German and intimately connected to Catholic orders. People in religious
vocations were connected to local communities through years of mundane interactions
and charitable ministries. The separation from motherhouses in the West had created a
distinct Catholic culture in socialism, complete with acting provincial authorities,
meaningful pilgrimage sites, centers of learning, and committed networks of the faithful.
At the same time, the fact that the Catholic Church had retained the same ecclesiastical
borders despite political division made for a relatively smooth transition for Catholic
communities. Even with some provisional during the GDR, the Church hierarchy
remained continuous. For instance, Erfurt-Meinigen was raised to an apostolic
administration in 1973 because of the needs of the Catholic community in the region. It
was elevated to the diocese of Erfurt in 1994, yet it remained under the authority of the
Archdiocese of Paderborn in the West. The continuity of tradition and unity with a global
Church that helped religious orders adjust to socialism in the postwar period enabled
these men and women to transition into unified Germany.
Like other East Germans, most religious sisters and brothers had come of age in a
society in many ways different than their West German counterparts. Few had expected

795

“Tausende haben die DDR verlassen,” 370-371.

314

the changes that occurred with the peaceful revolutions of 1989 or the political turn that
so quickly prompted unification in 1990.796 From the perspective of the societal changes
of the 1990s, Pope John Paul II’s commitment to transnational Catholicism and his call
for European unity at a 1979 pilgrimage in Poland seemed prescient.797 Indeed, the
Catholic Church seemed poised to take advantage of the reforms and social changes of
reunification. In the early 1990s, the Church invested heavily in the East—restored old
structures, embarked on new projects, took over formerly state-run charitable agencies,
and expanded Catholic associational life.798
Overall, men and women in religious life welcomed these changes ushered in by
the fall of repressive communism in the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc.
Congregations in East Germany embraced the opportunity to travel, to correspond freely
with sisters and brothers across the globe, and the increased openness of expression. On
December 31, 1990, the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in Ützdorf celebrated the “Year of
Encounter (“Jahr der Begegnung”), a theme they described as prophetic. The sisters’
euphoria mirrored the widespread optimism of the period: “It was so wonderful to have
freedom. For us, it [freedom] had special meaning. We received more frequent
unexpected visits from establishments in West Berlin. We could travel spontaneously to
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our sisters in Tempelhof, Westend, and Schlachtensee, in the Federal Republic, and
abroad. The Year of Encounter fulfilled itself in incredible ways.”799

Arriving in Unified Germany: Socialism’s Mixed Legacy
West German economic and political institutions, which provided the framework
for unity, brought their own challenges. Eastern Germans often felt marginalized in the
new unified Germany and sometimes struggled to adjust to life within a market economy.
Former East Germans, for instance, experienced unemployment at a much larger
percentage than West Germans.800 Rural East Germans, who had not benefited from
socialism as much as some of their urban counterparts, continued to experience economic
difficulties under the new system as well. Around 2.45 million people moved from the
former East to western Germany from 1991 to 2006. These migrants tended to be young
and educated, which resulted in a skewed elderly populace in rural eastern Germany.801
The nuns in Alexanderdorf commented on the mixed legacy of reunification and the
continued hardship of village life. Unified Germany brought a different standard of living
to the East and with it a much higher cost of living.802
Yet for the life of the cloister itself, the transformations were generally positive.
No longer did brothers and sisters from Eastern European countries have to conceal their
connections to St. Gertrud’s Abbey. Sisters of St. Elizabeth from all eastern provincial
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houses had the opportunity to spend time in the motherhouse in West Germany and met
with sisters from Braunschweig in the West at the annual pilgrimage to Huysburg. In the
early 1990s, the sisters in Halle visited the Alps, hosted a priest from Tanzania, and sent
support to their colleagues in Novosibirsk, Russia, where their congregation had founded
an orphanage.803 The reunification of Germany also allowed for more cooperation and
organization among the five German provinces of the Gray Sisters and with sisters in
Poland. In 1989, Polish sisters could finally reclaim property, kindergartens, and homes
that had been lost to the state.804
In May of 1992, the Sisters of St. Elizabeth celebrated mass in the Roman basilica
of Saint Maria Maggiore in honor of the congregation’s 150th jubilee.805 The gathering,
which included all of the congregation’s provincial superiors and nearly one hundred
sisters from all over the world, was a celebration of unity and mutual support as much as
it was a tribute to the sisters’ history. The summer of the jubilee year was marked by
month-long pilgrimages of sisters to sacred sites in Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech
Republic, and Germany.806 Sisters could finally bridge the East-West divide and journey
uninhibited in the footsteps of their patroness. The relationships between the Sisters of St.
Elizabeth and other monastic and religious orders in the West and in the East grew
stronger in 1989 and 1990, paving the way for more unity among European Catholics.
In many ways, East German Catholic orders were better equipped to adjust to the
changes of reunification than other East German citizens. SED officials had allowed
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religious institutes a great deal of autonomy in their internal affairs and ministries, and as
a result political changes had little effect on the daily activities of Catholic sisters and
brothers. The Church’s institutions and hierarchies were not directly affected by the
political upheavals, though confessional establishments also experienced the strange
blend of tumult, optimism, and uncertainty of the early 1990s. The Sisters of St. Elizabeth
working in Halle’s St. Barbara and St. Elizabeth’s hospitals faced a staffing crisis in 1989
and 1990 as many medical professionals migrated to the West.807 Still, these
establishments remained stable, since the German Caritas Association and their sister
congregations in the West had ensured financial security for Catholic institutions. While
many bureaucratic and institutional remnants of the GDR were dismantled, the Church in
eastern Germany enjoyed continuity, as it had remained connected to the West and the
Vatican. In addition to providing stability, the transnational nature of Catholicism and the
contacts cultivated between sisters and brothers in other parts of the world prepared
religious institutes for the diversity that came with more porous borders and entry into the
European Union. Monastic and religious orders in former Soviet republics, revived after
the collapse of the Soviet Union, contributed to ecumenism and bridging the divide
between Orthodox and Latinate churches.808 In East Germany, too, Catholic monasteries
and religious houses continued to be sites of encounter with the German devout and with
global populations.
The political changes in 1989 brought a variety of new guests into cloisters. The
nuns in Alexanderdorf hosted Protestant sisters from Switzerland as well as guests of
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every confession who sought spiritual guidance or contemplation. In 1990, the sisters
visited the nearby Soviet military compound at Christmas. Some soldiers later attended
Christmas and Easter celebrations at the abbey.809 Another unique experience made
possible by the changing political situation of the late 1980s was an ecumenical
pilgrimage to publicly acknowledge the death and genocide of Jews. Adolescents traveled
from Buchenwald in Weimar to Dachau in Bavaria, staying in church institutions and
cloisters along the way.810 The young pilgrims reconciled Protestant and Catholic, East
and West in atonement for the sins of their grandparents and parents’ Germany and
helped integrate the two Germanys.
The new, unified market economy also meant direct channels to western
motherhouses and fewer impediments to the transfer of funds for ministries, repairs, and
renovations. Orders in the East could circumvent state officials and directly receive
currency from the West. Religious congregations had struggled to requisition the
manpower and material needed for large-scale projects. Direct intra-Church financial
transactions after 1990 allowed religious institutes to undertake large-scale projects
without bureaucratic obstruction. The Sisters of St. Elizabeth in Ützdorf renovated their
entire guesthouse, garden space, and added a beautiful piano and new furniture from the
provincial house in western Berlin.811 St. Barbara’s Hospital in Halle began construction
of a social pediatric center, a concept not in official use until the very end of the GDR.
The new center, which opened in 1994, was better financed and was developed free of
state constraints. It included pediatric medicine, psychology, physiological therapy,
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socialization, and Montessori therapy team. The development of these alternative
techniques and the variety of resources for the sisters of St. Barbara’s would have been
unthinkable just four years earlier.812 St. Joseph’s Hospital in Dresden likewise expanded
by 240 beds. In 1995, the twenty sisters and 340 personnel who worked in Dresden
celebrated one hundred years of service in St. Joseph’s with a garden party and the
publication of a commemorative history.813
One of the largest cloisters, St. Marienthal in Ostritz near Dresden expanded its
Pater-Kolbe-Hof, a home and trade school for handicapped people established in 1978,
and began construction on an international conference center that was opened in 1992. St.
Marienthal’s conference center (Internationales Begegnungszentrum St. Marienthal, or
IBZ) built upon the ecumenical public sphere that had been developed in East German
convents in the 1970s and 80s. St. Marienthal’s location in the border triangle between
Germany, the Czech Republic, and Poland made the Cistercian monastery ideal as an
international meeting place. The IBZ’s express purpose was to provide a space that would
“create reconciliation and special international understanding among the three border
lands… and to overcome confessional and geo-political borders.”814 Monastic orders like
the Cistercians at St. Marienthal recognized the continued importance of cultivating
spaces for ecumenism and international discourse to address the challenges of the postCold War era.

812

90 Jahre St. Barbara-Krankenhaus Halle, 79.
Krankenhaus St. Joseph-Stift Dresden 1895-1995: Festschrift zum 100jährigen Bestehen des
Krankenhauses (Dresden, 1995), 46.
814
“Internationales Begegnungszentrum St. Marienthal,” accessed at http://www.klostermarienthal.de/seiten/ibz?locale=de.
813

320

Memorializing East(ern) German Congregations
In addition to acting as sites of global communion, religious institutes in the
former GDR desired to create tributes to their own regional identities, distinct from even
western houses. Freedom of expression coupled with direct access to funding encouraged
religious congregations to advocate to publicly memorialize eastern heroes and martyrs.
Many of these memorials were nascent projects begun within the GDR’s Catholic public
sphere that were finally realized after being freed from the constraints of bureaucratic
socialism. The Jesuits in the East German province, for instance, had long wanted to
memorialize Jesuit victims of Nazism. In 1980 Halle’s CDU newspaper Neuer Weg
published an article commemorating the death of Father Alfred Delp, who had protested
Nazi treatment of Jews and was subsequently murdered in a concentration camp.815 It was
not until 1990 that religious congregations campaigned to have memorials to recognize
these martyrs. Jesuit priests in Berlin wrote to Berlin’s bishopric of the order’s desire to
commemorate East German sisters and brothers, like Father Delp, who had suffered in
concentration camps under the National Socialists. Those publicly honored would include
three priests who had been at Sachsenhausen and four sisters who had been interned at
Ravensbrück.816
The increased mobility of religious men and women also contributed to a
commemorative culture that joined elements of West to East. The Order of the Good
Shepherd from Munich, for instance, joined with the Ursuline nuns in Erfurt to focus on
rebuilding family life in eastern Germany. In 2002, Sister Benedicta, the head of the
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Order of the Good Shepherd in Erfurt received national acclaim and brought attention to
the work of sisters in the Erfurt region when President Horst Köhler awarded her the
National Medal of Service for the sisters’ ministries in the East.817
For the Sisters of St. Elizabeth in Halle this meant a tribute to their own local
celebrity: the “Sister with the Two Bags,” Sister Modesta. The Gray Sisters acted on the
opportunities of reunification to expand and formalize their soup kitchen. In 1993, “the
Elizabeth Table” was established in remembrance of Sr. Modesta, who had spent her
adult life ministering to the poor, elderly, and lonely in Halle’s streets and housing
Blocks.818 Residents of Halle sent handwritten letters praising Modesta’s service to the
community. One man recounted his war experiences, when he first encountered “the
good sister” as a wounded soldier in a military hospital. Sister Modesta’s willingness to
help the poor and injured amid the city’s rubble left a lasting impression that he would
carry with him in postwar East Germany.819 Sister Modesta’s death was mourned by the
Gray Sisters in Halle as well as the local community. The beloved “Mother Teresa of
Halle” was considered something of a local saint—imprinting on the Catholic identity in
Halle a distinct character centered on interactions with the Sisters of St. Elizabeth, who
were just as much part of the community as tradesmen or cadres.
Catholic orders in eastern Germany in the wake of Communism reflected the
duality that characterized the Catholic Church as an international institution—at once
global and local. In 1990, the men in religious congregations in Berlin welcomed the
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mobility and the flexibility to travel to their brothers in the western part of the city.
Perhaps more isolated than others in vocational life, Jesuits in East Berlin numbered only
six priests, while the Jesuit community in West Berlin boasted a seminary and sixty-two
brothers, priests, and scholastics.820 Religious orders in the East could now participate in
international missions, seminars, and interact with their superiors outside of Cold War
borders. Yet the Vatican’s transnational projects of unity in post-communist Europe were
tempered by local actors and sometimes hindered by conflicting identities in emerging
multi-ethnic European states.821 Of course, in many ways the post-Cold War Church
expanded its interactions and participated in what has been described as a “global civil
society.”822 Sisters, priests, brothers, and lay individuals increasingly interfaced outside
of geopolitical borders in the 1990s and cooperated with a wider faith-based community
as a result of the Church’s ecumenism. After reunification, the specter of communistimposed atheist materialism had all but disappeared in Europe, but now religious
communities faced the secular, consumerism of the West.
In the wake of the 1990 reforms and the dissolution of communism, religious
revival swept parts of the former Soviet Union and satellite states like Lithuania and
Ukraine. Even so, Pope John Paul II’s project of transnational, continental unity met
obstacles of ethnicity and nationalism that were entrenched in local religious practice as a
result of decades of isolation and adaptation. Religion in countries like Hungary and
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Serbia were closely tied to national identity. Saints and religious bodies represented the
post-communist nation with historical ties to heroes once taboo under socialist regimes.
Hungary, for example, rehabilitated Saint István, patron saint and first king of Hungary.
For the new Republic of Hungary emerging from János Kádár’s People’s Republic of
Hungary, religion provided continuity to a pre-Treaty of Versailles Kingdom of Hungary
with more expansive borders and an ethnic, Magyar identity.823 The State Foundation
Day (Az államalapítás ünnepe) that celebrated Hungary’s first Christian king was again
instituted as a national holiday, complete with a procession of the saint’s mummified
hand from the István Basilica in Budapest, a ritual that had been outlawed by the
communist regime in 1950. Catholic pilgrimage also increased in Hungary after 1989,
and the revived Franciscan orders took over management of several Hungarian shrines.
The Pauline monks who occupied the patriotic Rock Church on Gellért Hill in Budapest
reclaimed their monastery, which had been empty since authorities had arrested the
monks in 1951. The restored church and its iconography was a tribute to Hungarian
monasticism.824
In former Yugoslavia, religious iconography was likewise revitalized for political
purposes and certain populations, like the Montenegrins, used monastic symbols in
nationalist discourse.825 East German orders, that had continued to play a role in East
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German Catholicism and management of pilgrimage sites, had a less dramatic transition
into the new European order. Because eastern Germany was subsumed into West German
culture at unification, there were few politicians who legitimated themselves by equating
religion and the nation. East Germany, where mainstream religious organizations did not
experience extreme suppression, also did not have a widespread religious revival in the
Catholic or Protestant Churches like many of its neighbors.826
Still, rituals, pilgrimages, and commemorations remained central to the life of the
Catholic community in eastern Germany. In 2004, the city of Erfurt marked the 1250th
anniversary of the death of the country’s patron saint with a year of gatherings,
pilgrimages, and exhibits. Like the 1200th milestone in 1954, the “Boniface year”
culminated in a diocese-wide pilgrimage to Erfurt under the theme of “Faith in Eventful
Times.”827 In the spirit of St. Boniface, who was responsible for Christianizing much of
central Europe, the pilgrims in 2004 promoted a more unified and peaceful continent, a
message germane to a unified, diverse Germany tasked with the challenges of European
integration.828 Catholics living in eastern Thuringia could now freely travel as pilgrims to
Mainz or the Benedictine saint’s final resting place in Fulda, but Erfurt’s Catholic
population wanted the celebrations focused on Thuringia’s local sites. Caritas, religious
orders, and laypeople organized activities, from commemorative masses to a children’s
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pilgrimage for a kindergarten named for the saint.829 Bishop Joachim Wanke’s
ecumenical greeting to the pilgrims gathered in front of Erfurt’s Cathedral resonated with
Thuringia’s Catholics as well as Protestants and those watching the pilgrimage events on
television:
“…[Boniface] was considered the architect of a Christian Europe. You see from
the Cathedral steps the flag of the European Union as well as the flags of the
individual states where the citizens of our diocese live. It should be a sign that
today we’re in communion with the Blessed Boniface and his companions to pray
for peace and unity in a Europe with deep Christian roots.”830
In its appeal to local and transnational identities, the 2004 Boniface pilgrimage in
Erfurt reflected the multilayered character of East German religious orders and European
Catholicism more broadly. The tight-knit, minority Catholic community in eastern
Germany held to local traditions, in large part because of the collective experiences
during the GDR and due to the support of religious men and women who had remained
faithful to ministries in the East. The Benedictine nuns at St. Gertrud attributed their
resiliency to the formative forty years behind the “Iron Curtain”: “As Christians in
socialism, [we learned] to seek the will of God… to see the ‘comrades’ as tools of God’s
plan.”831 Years of adaptation under socialism prepared women like the nuns in
Alexanderdorf for the transition to a new economic and political system. Religious
establishments like the Abbey of St. Gertrud remained formative for eastern German
Catholics adjusting to the new European order of the 1990s, as spaces that acknowledged
a shared past but also embraced an increasingly multicultural Church. For sisters and
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brothers, the cloister provided the opportunity to live as a collective and resolve
controversial issues. For lay Catholics, convents were centers of faith and devotion and
connections to temporal and political frameworks outside of socialism. An established,
well-organized network of Roman Catholic orders cultivated the East German Catholic
identity by offering sacred spaces to gather, to practice their devotion, and to connect
with global Christendom. For this insular community, convents remained centers of
discourse and reprieve, simultaneously dynamic and peaceful, engaged with the world
and set apart.

327

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Archival Collections
Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisation der DDR, Bundesarchiv Berlin
(SAPMO-BArch)
Bestand DO 4: Staatssekretär für Kirchenfragen
Bundesbeauftragter für die Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdienstes der ehemaligen
Deutschen Demokratischen Republik (BStU)
Archiv der Deutschen Provinz der Jesuiten (ADPSJ)
Provinzarchiv der Schwestern von der heiligen Elisabeth, Provinz Deutschland
Archivbestand „Provinz Berlin und Berlin-Dresden“ (BER)
Archivbestand „Provinz Halle“ (HAL)
Archivbestand „Mutterhaus und Provinz Reinbek“ (MH)
Archivbestand „Provinz Deutschland“ (PD)
Diözesanarchiv Berlin (DAB)
Bistumsarchiv Erfurt (BAEF), Regionalarchiv Ost (ROO)
Stadtarchiv Erfurt
Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Boston Archives (RCAB)
Printed Primary Sources
Akermann, Sonja, ed. Christliche Frauen in der DDR. Alltagsdokumente einer Diktatur
in Interviews. Evangelische Verlag, 2005.
St. Benedict. The Rule of St. Benedict, Edited by Timothy Fry, O.S.B. Collegeville,
Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1982.
Biró, Mária. The Society of the Sisters of Social Service in the Years of Illegality,
1949-1989. Women Religious Under European Communism. Vol. 14. Edited by
Kenneth O’Malley. Chicago: The Catholic Theological Union Library, 2008.
Das Kloster St. Gertrud in Alexanderdorf, 1949-1989. Wie Benediktinerinnen die DDR
Erlebten. Edited by the Sisters of the Cloister. From a manuscript by Karl-Heinz
Schulisch. Töpchin: Druckerei und Verlag D. Schneider, 2001.
Grohmann, Manuela Sister, ed. Krankenhaus St. Joseph-Stift, Dresden: Festschrift zum
100jährigen Bestehen des Krankenhauses, 1895-1995. Dresden: St. Joseph-Stift, 1995.
Lange, Gerhard, Ursula Pruß, Franz Schrader, and Siegfried Seifert, eds. Katholische
Kirche, Sozialistischer Staat DDR: Dokumente und öffentliche Äußerungen, 19451990. Leipzig: St. Benno Buch- und Zeitschriftenverlagsgesellschaft, 1993.
Lenin, V.I. “Socialism and Religion.” In Marxism, Socialism and Religion. Edited by
Dave Holmes. Newton, Australia: Resistance Books, 2001: 83-87.
328

Lenin, V.I. On Religion. 3rd Revised English Edition. Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1969.
Neue Zeit. Zentralorgan der Christlich-Demokratisch Union Deutschlands, 1949-1990.
Neues Deutschland. Zentralorgan der Sozialistischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands,
1949-1990.
Pilvousek, Josef, ed. Kirchliches Leben im Totalitären Staat: Quellen-Texte aus den
Ordinariaten.Vols. I and II. Leipzig: Benno Buch- und
Zeitschriftenverlagsgesellschaft, 1998.
For the People’s Welfare. On That Was the GDR: A History of the Other Germany.
Directed by Gitta Nickel, Wolfgang Schwarze, and Uwe Belz. Manfred Durniok
Productions with Mittledeutschen Rundfunks des ORF and Deutsche Welle TV. 1993.
Berlin: DEFA-Stiftung, 1999. DVD.
Ulbricht, Walter. Christen und Marxisten verbinden gemeinsame Ziele und Ideale. Eine
Dokumentation über das Gespräch des Vorsitzenden des Staatsrates Walter Ulbricht
Mit einer Delegation von Theologen, kirchlichen Amtsträgern und christlichen
Bürgern am 9. Februar. Berlin, 1961.
Secondary Sources
Altermatt, Urs, Jan De Maeyer, and Franziska Metzger, eds. Religious Institutes and
Catholic Culture in 19th- and 20th-Century Europe. Leuven, Belgium: Leuven
University Press, 2014.
Badone, Ellen and Sharon R. Roseman. Intersecting Journeys: The Anthology of
Pilgrimage and Tourism. Urbana-Champagne: University of Illinois Press, 2004.
Badone, Ellen, ed. Religious Orthodoxy and Popular Faith in European Society.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990.
Baum, Gregory. The Church for Others: Protestant Theology in Communist East
Germany. Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996.
Berkman, Joyce Avrech, ed. Contemplating Edith Stein. Notre Dame, Indiana:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2006.
Bernardi, Emanuele. “Political Stability, Modernization, and Reforms during the First
Years of the Cold War.” In Agriculture in Capitalist Europe, 1945-1960: From Food
Shortages to Food Surpluses, Edited by Carin Martiin, Juan Pan Montojo, and Paul
Brassley. New York: Routledge, 2016.

329

Besier, Gerhard. Der SED-Staat und die Kirche. Munich: C. Bertelsmann, 1993.
Bhardwaj, Surinder and Gisbert Rinschede, eds. Pilgrimage in World Religions. Berlin:
Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1988.
Billington, James. Fire in the Minds of Men: Origins of the Revolutionary Faith. New
York: Basic Books, 1980.
Black, Monica. Death in Berlin: From Weimar to Divided Germany. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010.
Bonnell, Victoria E. Iconography of Power: Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and
Stalin. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997.
Bowie, Fiona. The Anthropology of Religion. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000.
Bowman, Glenn. “Theoretical Itineraries towards an Anthropology of Pilgrimage,” in
Dimensions of Pilgrimage: An Anthropological Appraisal. Edited by Makhan Jha.
New Delhi: Inter-India Publications, 1985.
Boym, Sveltlana. The Future of Nostalgia. New York: Basic Books, 2001.
Boese, Thomas: Die Entwicklung des Staatskirchenrechts in der DDR von 1945 bis 1989.
Unter besonderer Berücksichtigung des Verhältnisses von Staat, Schule und Kirche.
Baden-Baden: Nomos-Verlag, 1994.
Brennan, Sean. The Politics of Religion in Soviet Occupied Germany: The Case of
Berlin-Brandenburg, 1945-1949. Lexington Books, 2011.
Bowman, Glenn. “Christian Ideology and the Image of a Holy Land: The Place of
Jerusalem Pilgrimage in the Various Christianities.” In Contesting the Sacred. Urbana
and Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991.
Brennan, Sean. The Politics of Religion in Soviet Occupied Germany: The Case of Berlin
Brandenburg, 1945-1949. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011.
Brinks, Jan Hermann. Paradigms of Political Change – Luther, Frederick II, and
Bismarck: The GDR on its Way to German Unity. Milwaukee: Marquette University
Press, 2001.
Brodkorb, Clemens. “Der Biesdorfer Jesuitenprozeß 1958” In Jahrburch für
mitteldeutsche Kirchen- und Ordensgeschichte. Vol. 7 (2011): 125-169.
Brown, Stephen. “The Protestant Churches and Political Opposition: Continuity and
Change, 1978 to 1989.” In East Germany: Continuity and Change. Edited by Paul

330

Cooke and Jonathan Grix. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000: 95-102.
Burgess, John P. The East German Church and the End of Communism. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1997.
Burns, Robert A. O.P., Roman Catholicism after Vatican II. Washington D.C.:
Georgetown University Press, 2001.
Byrnes, Timothy A. Transnational Catholicism in Postcommunist Europe. New York and
Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2001.
Clifford, James. Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997.
Confino, Alon, Paul Betts, and Dirk Schumann, eds. Between Mass Death and Individual
Loss: The Place of the Dead in Twentieth-Century Germany. New York: Berghahn
Books, 2008.
Cox, Terry, ed. Challenging Communism in Eastern Europe: 1956 and its Legacy.
New York: Routledge, 2008.
Creutz, Ursula, ed. Bibliographie der ehemaligen Klöster und Stifte im Bereich des
Bistums Berlin des Bischöflichen Amtes Schwerin und angrenzender Gebiete. Colone,
Wien: Böhlau Verlag, 1988.
Dähn, Horst. Konfrontation oder Kooperation? Das Verhaltnis von Staat und Kirche in
Der SBZ/ DDR 1945-1980. Düsseldorf: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1981.
____. Die der Kirchen in der DDR. Eine erste Bilanz. Olzog Verlag, 1993.
de Certeau, Michel. The Mystic Fable. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992.
Dennis, Mike and Norman LaPorte. State and Minorities in Communist East Germany.
New York: Berghahn Books, 2011.
Dillon, Nara. Radical Inequalities: China’s Revolutionary Welfare State in Comparative
Perspective. Harvard East Asian Monographs 383. Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard
University Press, 2015.
Dixon, C. Scott. The Reformation Movement in Germany. Hoboken, N.J.:
John Wiley & Sons, 2008.
Doellinger, David. Turning Prayers into Protests: Religious-Based Activism and its
Challenge to State Power in socialist Slovakia and East Germany. Budapest, New
York: Central European University Press, 2013.

331

Donert, Celia. “Women’s Rights in Cold War Europe” in Disentangling Feminist
Histories, Past and Present 218, no. 8 (2013): 178-202.
Dreisziger, Nándor. Church and Society in Hungary and in the Hungarian Diaspora.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016.
Eade, John and Michael J. Sallnow, eds. Contesting the Sacred: The Anthropology of
Christian Pilgrimage. Urbana Champagne: Illinois University Press, 1991.
Eibach, Joachim. Protestantische Identität und Erinnerung: von der Reformation bis zur
Bürgerrechtsbewegung in der DDR Protestantische Identität und Erinnerung.
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2003.
Ewald, Björn and Carlos F. Norena, eds. The Emperor and Rome: Space, Representation,
And Ritual. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010.
Frey, Nancy Louise. Pilgrim Stories: On and Off the Road to Santiago, Journeys Along
An Ancient Way in Modern Spain. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998.
Ford, Caroline. Divided Houses: Religion and Gender in Modern France. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2005.
Fulbrook, Mary. The People’s State: East German Society from Hitler to Honecker. New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2005.
Gatz, Erwin, ed. Klöster und Ordensgemeinscharten. Geschichte des kirchlichen Lebens
In den Deutschsprachigen Ländern seit dem Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts. Vol. 7.
Freiburg am Breisgau: Verlag Herder, 2006.
____. “Myth-Making and National Identity: The Case of the GDR.” In Myths and
Nationhood. Edited by Geoffrey Hosking and George Schöpflin. New York:
Routledge,1997.
Geyer, Michael and Hartmut Lehmann, eds. Religion und Nation, Nation und Religion:
Beiträge zu einer unbewältigten Geschichte. Wallstein Verlag, 2004.
Gilchrist, Roberta. Gender and Material Culture: The Archaeology of Religious Women.
London and New York: Routledge, 1994.
Goa, David J, ed. The Ukrainian Religious Experience: Tradition and the Canadian
Cultural Context. Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, University of
Alberta, 1989.
Goerner, Martin Georg. Die Kirche als Problem der SED. Strukturen kommunistischer
Herrschaftsausübung gegenüber der evangelischen Kirche 1945 bis 1958. Berlin:

332

Akademie Verlag, 1997.
Graburn, Nelson. “Tourism: The Sacred Journey,” in Valeria Smith, ed. Hosts and
Guests: The Anthropology of Tourism. 2nd ed. Philadelphia: Universisty of
Pennsylvania Press, 2006.
Gray, William Glenn. Germany’s Cold War: The Global Campaign to Isolate East
Germany, 1949-1969. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003.
Grütz, Reinhard. Katholizismus in der DDR-Gesellschaft 1960-1990. Kirchliche
Leitbilder, theologische Deutungen und lebensweltliche Praxis im Wandel. Paderborn:
Schöningh, 2004.
Hancock, Donald M. and Henry Krisch. Politics in Germany. Washington D.C.:
CQ Press, 2008.
Harris, Ruth. Lourdes: Body and Spirit in the Secular Age. London: Penguin, 1999.
Harsch, Donna. Revenge of the Domestic: Women, Family, and Communism in the
German Democratic Republic. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2007.
Herzog, Dagmar. “East Germany’s Sexual Evolution.” In Socialist Modern: East German
Everyday Culture and Politics. Katherine Pence and Paul Betts, eds. Ann Arbor: The
University of Michigan Press, 2008, 71-95.
Höllen, Martin, ed. Loyale Distanz? Katholizismus und Kirchenpolitik in SBZ und DDR–
Ein historischer Überblick in Dokumenten. Berlin: Selbstverlag, 1994.
Holzbrecher, Sebastian. “Der Aktionkreis Halle: Eine katholische Reformbewegung in
Der DDR zwischen Staat und Kirche.” In Reformen in der Kirche: Historische
Perspektiven. Edited by Günter Wassilowsky, Andreas Merkt, Gregor Wurst. Freiburg
im Breisgau: Verlag Herder, 292-311.
Hymes, Robert. Way and Byway: Taoism, Local Religion, and Models of Divinity in Sung
and Modern China. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002.
Interrupted Lives: Catholic Sisters under European Communism. Nazareth Convent &
Academy Corporation, Sisters of St. Joseph, Concordia, KS. South Bend, IN:
Newgroup Media, 2009.
Jäger, Manfred. Kultur und Politik in der DDR, 1945-1990. Köln: Edition Deutschland
Archiv, 1995.
Jarausch, Konrad. Dictatorship as Experience: Towards a Socio-Cultural History of the
GDR. New York: Berghahn Books, 1999.
____. “Care and Concern: The GDR as Welfare Dictatorship.” In Dictatorship as
333

Experience: Towards a Socio-cultural History of the GDR. Edited by Konrad Jarausch.
New York: Berghahn Books, 1999: 47-69.
Jing, Jun. The Temple of Memories: History, Power, and Morality in a Chinese Village.
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996.
Judt, Tony. Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945. New York: Penguin Books, 2006.
Jung, Ruth. Ungeteilt im geteilten Berlin? Das Bistum Berlin nach dem Mauerbau.
Berlin: Morus, 2003.
Kaminsky, Annette, ed. Orte des Erinnerns. Gedenkzeichen, Gedenkstätten und Museen
Zur Diktatur in SBZ und DDR. Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2007.
Kaufman, Suzanne K. Consuming Visions: Mass Culture and the Lourdes Shrine. Ithaca
and London: Cornell University Press, 2005.
Knott, Kim. The Location of Religion: A Spatial Analysis. London: Equinox Publishing,
2005.
Koshar, Rudy. German Travel Cultures. Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2000.
Kösters, Christoph. Staatsicherheit und Caritas 1950-1989. Zur politischen Geschichte
der katolische Kirche in der DDR. Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh Verlag, 2001.
____, ed. Caritas in der SBZ/ DDR 1945-1989: Erinnerungen, Berichte, Forschungen.
Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2001.
Kotkin, Stephen. Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1995.
Kowalczuk, Ilko-Sascha. Geist im Dienste der Macht. Hochschulpolitik in der SBZ/ DDR
1945 bis 1961. Links Christoph Verlag, 2003.
Kowalczuk, Ilko-Sascha and Stefan Wolle. Roter Stern über Deutschland. 2nd ed. Links
Christoph Verlag, 2010.
Lieberthal, Kenneth G. Revolution and Tradition in Tientsin, 1949-1952. Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1980.
Lorke, Christoph. Armut im geteilten Deutschland: Die Wahrnehmung sozialer
Randlagen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland und in der DDR. Frankfurt am Main:
Campus Verlag, 2015.
Luxmoore, Jonathan and Jolanta Babiuch. The Vatican and the Red Flag: The Struggle
For the Soul of Eastern Europe. New York: Geoffrey Chapman, 1999.

334

Lux-Sterrit Laurence and Carmen Manigon, eds. Women and the Roman Catholic Church
in Britain and Europe, 1200-1900. Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.
Magray, Mary Peckham. The Transforming Power of Nuns: Women, Religion, and
Cultural Change in Ireland, 1750-1900. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.
Margry, Peter Jan, ed. Shrines and Pilgrimage in the Modern World: New Itineraries into
The Sacred. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2008.
Marsh, Christopher. Religion and the State in Russia and China: Suppression, Survival,
and Revival. New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011.
Mau, Rudolf: Der Protestantismus im Osten Deutschlands (1945-1990). Leipzig:
EvangelischeVerlagsanstalt, 2005.
McKevitt, Christopher. “San Giovanni Rotondo and the shrine of Padre Pio.“ In
ContestingThe Sacred: The Anthropology of Christian Pilgrimage. Edited by John
Eade and Michael Sallnow. (Urbana-Champagne: Illinois University Press, 1991):
77-97
McNamara, Jo Ann Kay. Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns through Two Millennia.
Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1996.
Mecham, June L. “Cooperative Piety among Monastic and Secular Women in Late
Medieval Germany.” In Church History and Religious Culture 88 (2008): 581-611.
Mertens, Johannes. Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern von der heiligen
Elisabeth,1842-1992. Vols. 1-2. Reinbek: Sachsenwald-Druckerrei GmbH & Co.,
Mertens, Annette. Himmlers Klostersturm: Der Angriff auf katholische Einrichtungen im
Zweiten Weltkrieg und die Wiedergutmachung nach 1945. Leipzig, Univ., Diss., 2005.
Michel, Patrick. Politics and Religion in Eastern Europe. Catholicism in Hungary,
Poland And Czechoslovakia. Alan Braley, trans. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991.
Mitzscherlich, Birgit. Diktatur und Diaspora: Das Bistum Meißen, 1932-1951.
Paderborn: Schöningh 2005.
Mooney, Catherine M. Clare of Assisi and the Thirteenth-Century Church: Religious
Women, Rules, and Resistance. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016.
Morin, Karen M., Jeanne Kay Guelke, eds. Women, Religion, and Space: Global
Perspectives on Gender and Faith. Syracuse University Press, 2007.
Naimark, Norman M. The Russians in Germany. A history of the Soviet Zone of
Occupation, 1945-1949. Cambridge, 1995.
335

Nacke, Margaret. Bearers of Faith: Undaunted Courage of Catholic Sisters Under
Communism. Concordia, KS: Sisters of St. Joseph, 2011.
Naquin, Susan and Chün-gang Yü. Pilgrims and Sacred Sites in China. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1992.
____. “Pilgrimage in Comparative Perspective.” In Pilgrimage in China. Berkeley, Los
Angeles, Oxford: University of California Press, 1992.
Nedostup, Rebecca. Superstitious Regimes: Religion and the Politics of Chinese
Modernity. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2009.
Nelson, Arvid. Cold War Ecology: Forests, Farms, and People in the East German
Landscape, 1945-1989. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008.
Neubert, Ehrhart.“Kirchenpolitik.” In DDR Geschichte in Dokumenten: Beschlüsse,
Berichte, interne Materialien und Alltagszeugnisse. Edited by Matthias Judt. Berlin:
Ch. Links Verlag, 1997: 363-381.
Niven, Bill and Chloe Paver, eds. Memorialization in Germany Since 1945. New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.
Nolan, Mary and Sidney Nolan. Christian Pilgrimage in Modern Western Europe.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989.
Nothnagle, Alan L. Building the East German Myth: Historical Mythology and Young
Propaganda in the German Democratic Republic, 1945-1989. Ann Arbor: University
Of Michigan Press, 1999.
Offenburg, Ulrike. Seid Vorsichtig gegen die Machthaber. Die jüdischen Geminden in
Der SBZ und der DDR, 1945-1990. Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1998.
Olsen, Jon Berndt. Tailoring Truth: Politicizing the Past and Negotiating Truth in East
Germany, 1945-1990. New York: Berghahn Books, 2015.
O’Malley, John O., S.J., What Happened at Vatican II. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2008.
Palmowski, Jan. Inventing a Socialist Nation: Heimat and the Politics of Everyday Life in
The GDR, 1945-1990. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009.
Pence, Katherine and Paul Betts, eds. Socialist Modern: East German Everyday Culture
and Politics. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan, 2008.
Peperkamp, Ester, ed. Religion and the Secular in Eastern Germany, 1945 to the Present.

336

Boston: Leiden: Brill, 2010.
Pilvousek, Josef. “Strukturen und Alltag der Caritas in der DDR.” In Caritas in der SBZ/
DDR: 172-176.
____. “Weihbischof Joseph Freusberg (1881-1964). Seelsorger und Integrationsfigur
für die Katholiken Thüringens.” In Jahrbuch für mitteldeutsche Kirchen- und
Ordensgeschichte. Vol. 1. Heiligenstadt, 2005: 79-95.
____. “Die Rezeption des Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzils in der katholischen Kirche in
der DDR.” Accessed at http://www.akh-info.de/archiv/Pilvousek_VatII.pdf.
Port, Andrew. Conflict and Stability in the German Democratic Republic. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008.
Pruß, Ursula. “Caritas in der DDR.” In Die Rolle der Kirchen in der DDR. Edited by
Horst Dähn. Munich: Olzog Verlag, 1996: 198-212.
Pubrick, Louise, James Aulich, and Graham Dawson. Contested Spaces: Sites,
Representations, and Histories of Conflict. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.
Ramet, Pedro, ed. Religion and Nationalism in Soviet and East European Politics
Durham, N.C.: Duke Press Policy Studies, 1984.
Ramet, Sabrina. Nihil Obstat: Religion, Politics, and Social Change in East-Central
Europe And Russia. Durham & London: Duke University Press, 1998.
Raudvere, Catharina, Krzysztof Stala, and Trine Stauning Willert, eds. Rethinking the
Space for Religion: New Actors in Central and Southeast Europe on Religion,
Authenticity, and Belonging. Falun, Sweden: Nordic Academic Press, 2012.
Reuter, Elke and Detlef Hansel. Das kurze Leben der VVN von 1947 bis 1953: Die
Geschichte der Verfolgten des Nazi-Regimes in der SBZ und DDR. Berlin, 1997.
Richthofen, Ester von. Bringing Culture to the Masses: Control, Compromise and
Participation in the GDR. New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2009.
Richter, Hedwig. Pietsmus im Sozialismus. Die Herrnhuter Brüdergemeine in der DDR.
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009.
Robinson, Benjamin. The Skin of the System: On Germany’s Socialist Modernity.
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009.
Rodden, John. Textbook Reds: Schoolbooks, Ideology, and Eastern German Identity.
University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania University Press, 2006.
Ropers, Cornelia. Katholische Krankenpflegeausbildung in der SBZ/DDR und im
337

Transformationsprozess. Berlin: Lit Verlag Dr. W. Hopf, 2011.
Ross, Corey. The East German Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives in the
Interpretation of the GDR. London: Arnold, 2002.
____. Constructing Socialism at the Grass-Roots: The Transformation of East Germany,
1945-65. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000.
Ruff, Mark Edward. The Battle for the Catholic Past in Germany, 1945-1980.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017.
Sax, William S. Mountain Goddess: Gender and Politics in a Himalayan Pilgrimage.
New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991.
Schaefer, Bernd. The East German State and the Catholic Church, 1945-1989.
Translated by Jonathan Skolnik and Patricia C. Sutcliffe. New York and Oxford:
Berghahn Books, 2010. German edition: Staat und katholische Kirche in der DDR.
Köln: Böhlau Verlag, 1998.
Schatz, Klaus. Geschichte der Deutschen Jesuiten, 1945-1989. Vol. 4. Münster:
Aschendorff Verlag, 2013.
Schlosser, Herta. Marxismus und Religion. Die politische Interpretation des Religiösen
In der DDR, unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Auseinandersetzung mit der
Schönstattbewegung. Meisenheim am Glan: Verlag Anton Hain, 1970.
Schwarz, Eberhard and Gustav Braun. Christliches Heimaterbe: Beiträge der
Konfessionen zur Kultur- und Heimatpflege der deutschen Ostvertriebenen. Edited by
Evangelischer Ostkirchenausschuß und Katholishcer Flüchtlingsrat in Deutschland.
Würzburg: Fränkische Gesellschaftsdruckerei, 1964.
Smith, Steve. “Talking Toads and Chinless Ghosts: The Politics of ‘Superstitious’
Rumors in the PRC, 1961-65. American Historical Review 2 (2006): 111.
____. “Local Cadres Confront the Supernatural: The Politics of Holy Water (Shensui) in
the PRC, 1949-1966.” The China Quarterly 186 (2006): 999-1022.
____. Revolution and the People in Russia and China: A Comparative History.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008.
Staab, Andreas. National Identity in Eastern Germany: Inner Unification or Continued
Separation? West Port, Connecticut; London: Praeger, 1998.
Thériault, Barbara. “The Catholic Church in Eastern Germany: Strategies and Rhetoric of
A Changing Minority.” Religion, State, and Society 28:2 (2000): 163-173.

338

____. “Conservative Revolutionaries”: Protestant and Catholic Churches in Germany
After Radical Political Change in the 1990s. New York: Berghahn Books, 2004.
Thomson, James Claude. When China Faced West: American Reformers in Nationalist
China, 1928-1937. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969).
Thorak, Thomas. Wilhelm Weskamm: Diasporaseelsorger in der SBZ/ DDR. Erfurter
Theologische Studien. Josef Römelt and Josef Pilvousek, eds. Vol. 96. Würzburg:
Echter Verlag, 2009.
Tischner, Wolfgang. Katholische Kirche in der SBZ/ DDR 1945-1951: Die Formierung
Einer Subgesellschaft im entstehenden sozialistischen Staat. Kommission für
Zeitgeschichte Vol. 90. Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2001.
Tyndale, Wendy. Protestants in East Germany: In the Storm of the World. Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 2010.
Turner, Elizabeth Hayes. Women, Culture, and Community: Religion and Reform in
Galveston, 1880-1920. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
Turner, Victor and Edith. Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1978.
Vogt, Kristina. Christenlehre in der DDR. Entwicklung, Konzeption und Ausbild.
Saarbrücken: VDM Verlag, 2007.
Vollnhalls, Clemens. Die Kirchenpolitik von SED und Staatssicherheit: Eine
Zwischenbalanz. Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2006.
Wappler, Kirstin. Klassenzimmer ohne Gott: Schulen im katholischen Eichsfeld und
protestantischen Erzgebirge unter SED-Herrschaft. Duderstadt: Mecke Druck und
Verlag, 2007.
___. “The Limits of Politicization of the Schools in the GDR: The Catholic Eichsfeld
Region and the Protestant Erzgebirge—A Comparison.” In Religion and the Secular in
Eastern Germany, 1945 to the Present. Edited by Eszter Peperkamp and Malgorzata
Rajtar. Leiden: Brill, 2010: 61-84.
Webb, Diana. Pilgrims and Pilgrimage in the Medieval West, International Library of
Historical Studies 12. New York, London: I.B. Tauris Publishers, 1999.
Wilms, Dorothee. “Unterstützungen für die Caritasarbeit in der DDR durch die
Regierungen Der Bundesprepublik Deutschland,” in Caritas in der SBZ/DDR: 59-69.
Witkowski, Gregory. “Donations in a Dictatorship: Giving, Civil Society, and
Democratic Action in Communist East Germany.” VOLUNTAS: International Journal

339

of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 26: 6 (2015): 2447-2461.
____. “Germans Against Germans in Africa”: East German Philanthropic Aid in the
Context of the Cold War.” In German Philanthropy in Transatlantic Perspective:
Perceptions, Exchanges and Transfers since the Early Twentieth Century. Edited by
Arnd Bauerkämper and Gregory R. Witkowski. Cham, Switzerland: Springer
International Publishing, 2016.
____. “Between Fighters and Beggars: Socialist Philanthropy and the Imagery of
Solidarity in East Germany,” in Comrades of Color: East Germany in the Cold War.
Edited by Quinn Slobodian. New York: Berghahn Books, 2015. 73-94.
Wolle, Stefan. Damals in der DDR. Der Alltag im Arbeiter- und Bauernstaat. Goldmann
Wilhelm, 2006.
Wroblewsky, Vincent von. Eine unheimliche Liebe. Juden in der DDR. Berlin: Philo
Verlagsgesellschaft, 2001.
Wynot, Jennifer. Keeping the Faith: Russian Orthodox Monasticism in the Soviet Union,
1917-1939. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2004.
Xin, Liu. The Otherness of Self: A Genealogy of the Self in Contemporary China. Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan, 2001.
Zatlin, Jonathan. The Currency of Socialism: Money and Political Culture in East
Germany, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.
Zeller, Guillaume. The Priests’ Barracks: Dachau 1938-1945. San Francisco, CA:
Ignatius Press, 2007.
Zuckerman, Mosche. Zwischen Politik und Kultur. Juden in der DDR. Göttingen:
Wallstein, 2002.

340

